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      If King Magnar was ever in mortal peril again, I would walk away and leave the wretch to his fate. He was a menace to Steppe, to dragon-kind, and now to me.

      I stood with my back to the remains of the smoldering hut and side-stepped a split in the parched ground. Fyrian flew toward us from the direction of the mountain, and I turned to watch her approach. It was all I could do to avoid his self-satisfied grin.

      By carrying me out of a burning building against my will, the wretched monarch had twisted magic into awarding him my hand in marriage.

      Even in the dim, overcast light, and even without looking at him, King Magnar’s triumph shone like a beacon. His turquoise eyes sparkled like shallow pools catching the sun, and his hair shone like spun gold.

      My bones shuddered, and my skin puckered into goosebumps. I blamed that on King Magnar, too, and not on the freezing mist seeping through my leather armor. Everything about the man was thoroughly irritating.

      “I must say,” he murmured. “Being abducted by alchemists had its benefits!”

      My hands itched to knock him unconscious and wipe out the last few hours of his memory. Then I could tell him that we had run out of the burning shack together, and he’d forget all about having activated the damsel denial.

      The magic encasing my heart squeezed, making me wince and clutch at my chest. Apparently, violent thoughts about King Magnar was in violation of its rules.

      Fyrian straightened her wings and swooped down. She landed in a cloud of dust on the dry earth on other side of the ward, which still glowed yellow from when it had sucked me through. No matter how many times I saw her, she still awed me with her appearance. Master Jesper’s alkahest elixir had restored her scales to their emerald-green splendor, and horns curved out of her leonine face like a halo of crowns.

      Niger climbed down Fyrian’s back, helping Evolene off. As soon as the pair caught sight of me with King Magnar at my side, they froze. I pressed my lips into a straight line. I had no doubt that they still thought he was the ally of the alchemists who had poisoned nearly every being in Mount Fornax and made the dragons loyal to King Magnar’s empire.

      “Princess Alba?” asked King Magnar.

      “What?” I replied through gritted teeth. The magic released its grip on my heart, the pain faded, and I exhaled my relief.

      “We should cement our union at the earliest opportunity. I was thinking Master Roopal might—”

      “I’m not marrying you,” I snapped.

      King Magnar lifted his chin, lips curving down as though my answer had somehow failed to impress him. “Magic dictates you will marry me unless I refuse your hand.”

      “What is this?” asked Niger from the other side of the barrier. The breeze blew his disheveled, auburn hair off his face, revealing a heavy scowl and black eyes burning like coals.

      Evolene stood at Niger’s side, clutching her staff to her chest. At the best of times, her head barely reached his shoulder. She appeared even smaller with her head dipped and her face covered in a curtain of chestnut hair. “Y-you’re getting married?”

      My insides writhed like a colony of sandworms, and my gaze dropped to the cracked earth. It was one thing for Evolene and Niger to know my real identity, but I’d die of shame if they found out I’d let King Magnar trap me into marriage. I glanced at Fyrian for ideas.

      She raised a wing, exposing its pink underside. “Isn’t it a good thing that Magnar wants to marry you?”

      I clenched my teeth. “No one’s getting—.”

      “Bluford and I were discussing my impending marriage to his cousin, Princess Alba of Steppe.” King Magnar, who was oblivious to my friends’ knowledge of my secret, pointed at Evolene’s staff. “Why haven’t you pulled the wards down yet?”

      “Ummm…” She chewed her lip, gaze darting from me to King Magnar.

      I held my breath. The last thing I needed was for her to blurt out that he was talking about the same person. King Magnar seemed the type to throw a tantrum if people worked out he was about to marry the person who had bested him in a duel.

      Niger pressed his palms against the ward and glowered.

      “He’s growling,” said Fyrian.

      “That’s because he knows my secret,” I replied.

      “How?”

      “Master Jesper accidentally removed the glamor covering my scent.”

      Fyrian tilted her head to the side. Realization flashed in her huge, crimson eyes. “And he was with you when you went to the palace to find the eggs. Your father put his arm around you, and everyone knows he doesn’t have a son.”

      “Not yet.” I tried not to picture four identical baby boys with uncontrolled magical power.

      Niger clenched his fists.

      Wiping my damp hands on the sides of my leather breeches, I scrambled about for a change of subject. Alone, I might be able to persuade King Magnar to waive the damsel denial. Maybe flatter him into thinking he deserved better than a bride who despised him to his rotten core. But if Niger got involved, King Mangar would dig his heels into the sand and insist we marry right away.

      “Where’s Master Jesper?” My magically deepened voice became shrill with nerves. “I thought you were bringing it.”

      Niger flicked his head toward the mountain. Clouds of dust billowed up from the drylands, dislodging the occasional roll of tumbleweed. In the distance, two giant glacier wolves galloped towards us, pulling a small wagon. A hooded figure sat in the driver’s seat.

      “Oh.”

      While Evolene tried to explain to King Magnar that she needed Master Jesper’s help to bring down the wards, Niger stepped forward. “I told you to stay away from the hut.”

      I pointed at the crevasse in the ground. “It was a trap.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “The alchemists wanted to capture someone with fairy blood to drain their power. That’s why the ward was solid to you and Evolene but pulled me through at the barest touch. When you lot left, they all but shoved me into the hut.”

      His brows drew together. “Are you hurt?”

      “Fyrian helped me fight my way out.”

      The corner of his lips lifted, and his eyes shone like obsidian. “You are both truly remarkable.”

      Warmth spread across my chest, filling my heart. No one, apart from maybe Fyrian, had ever complimented me on my power. It sure was a change from being the only witch in the Magical Militia who couldn’t power a staff. I dipped my head to hide a smile. “Thanks.”

      “Tell me,” he murmured. “Is King Magnar trying to force you into a marriage?”

      I glanced over at the man in question. He stood in front of the glowing ward, deep in conversation with Evolene, who pointed toward Jesper’s wagon. No trace of arrogance or disdain crossed his features, but then, I supposed, like most in this part of the Known World, he respected witches. Now that Evolene’s magical status had been uncovered, she had changed her civilian clothes for the uniform of an apprentice witch.

      “Don’t say something horrible about Magnar,” said Fyrian.

      My lips tightened at Fyrian’s unreasonable loyalty. How did she expect me to explain the truth without portraying King Magnar’s scheming ways? I couldn’t. “You know the dungman who became King?”

      “The old folktale?” he asked.

      I hooked my thumb at the smoking remains of the hut. “That shack was on fire, and I was running out.” My gaze dropped to his shoulder. I couldn’t face his reaction. “Just before I reached the door, King Magnar grabbed me and carried me through.”

      “But you are no damsel.”

      I stuffed my hands into my pockets and hunched my shoulders. “The magic doesn’t seem to agree.”

      “At last!” snapped King Magnar.

      Master Jesper climbed down from its wagon, holding aloft an alchemist staff. This one was much like a witch’s staff, a wooden conduit topped with a crystal, except with bands of gold securing the two together. As beings created by the Snow Queen, trolls weren’t normally magically gifted. But some of the creatures devised ways of stealing the magic and life-force of a witch, rendering themselves powerful.

      Gulping, I shoved down my revulsion. Master Jesper was now a reformed troll, the first to betray his mistress and join Aunt Cendrilla’s cause. It had also helped us tremendously while the homunculi had seized control of Mount Fornax. If it hadn’t been for Master Jesper’s alchemy skills, we would have no hope of curing the so-called plague that had beset the dragon sanctuary.

      “How fascinating!” Master Jesper raised its staff and cast white light onto a patch of ward in front of Evolene and King Magnar. “It has a peculiar calibration—”

      “They wanted to trap me,” I blurted. The sooner we left this region and worked on the antidotes, the sooner the dragons, warriors, and witches would be free from the artificial clearscale and from the loyalty elixir keyed to King Magnar and his family. “Can you pull the ward down?”

      Jesper’s hood fell back, revealing heavy features set within thick, elephant hide. “No.”

      “What?”

      “It’s attached to the wards surrounding Mount Fornax, which you know have been bolstered by the Magical Militia’s quarantine wards.”

      I rubbed my temple. “Can you make a temporary hole?”

      “If my power were compatible with that of Mistress Evolene, we could pierce the ward, but individually we would fail.”

      I rolled my eyes up to the skies. Steel-colored clouds swirled overhead, spilling out droplets of freezing mist. The only source of warmth came from the smoldering hut, which now lay in a pile of charred planks. I wasn’t looking forward to huddling next to King Magnar to preserve body heat.

      “W-what if we made a tunnel?” asked Evolene.

      “It would have to be a deep one to go under the ward,” replied Master Jesper.

      Evolene shook her head. “I don’t think so. Th-the more complicated the ward and the fewer casters, the shallower its depth.”

      King Magnar rubbed his chin. “That makes sense!”

      “Do you know what they are talking about?” asked Niger.

      “A little.” I narrowed my eyes at the King who leaned on the glowing ward, keeping up with their conversation. Perhaps having a witch as a mother and six witches as sisters, he picked up a lot of magical theory. More than I had gained from my time at the Magical Militia. “Two alchemists with stolen power can’t produce a complicated ward that stretches both to the sky and underground.”

      “I see.” Niger glanced at King Magnar. “Will you duel him for your hand?”

      “Do you think he’d agree to a fight he has no chance of winning?”

      Niger grinned. “It is doubtful.” His smile faded, and a muscle flexed under his beard. He rubbed the back of his neck, brows knitted into an expression more serious than I had seen on the drogott captain. “Will you contact the Prince Regent?”

      I gulped. According to the palace butler, Father was at the Ogre Senate, dueling noblemen who wanted a full-blooded ogre to lead the country during Aunt Cendrilla’s absence. Hopefully, King Magnar wouldn’t try to push for marriage until after Father had won his duels. I shrugged. “Maybe later.”

      He stepped forward, pressing his palm on the ward. “But you must—”

      “Excellent work, Madam Evolene!” cried Master Jesper. The troll turned to us. “Come, Cadet Bluford. The passageway is nearly ready.”

      With a nod, I turned toward the others.

      “Bluford,” said Niger.

      “Don’t worry about me.” I may have sounded valiant, but my insides writhed with shame. Getting ensnared into marriage was the domain of long-skirted damsels who swooned at the first sign of trouble. “I’ll get him to release the denial.”

      I leaped over the crevasse toward where Evolene stood at the other side of the ward with Master Jesper. King Magnar stood beside one of the two shield-sized holes they had created in the ground. He held out his hand in the manner of a courtly gentleman. “May I?”

      “I can walk down a flight of steps without your help,” I snapped.

      He scowled. “I merely wished to be courteous in light of our new association.”

      Clenching my fists, I pinched my lips together to hold back a rant. I lowered myself down the hole’s steep staircase, ignoring the sand crumbling underfoot. The air warmed the deeper I descended, making my muscles relax. Eventually, the tunnel leveled out, and twenty feet ahead, a stream of light illuminated my path.

      “You can’t keep sulking forever.” King Magnar’s voice echoed behind me. “At some point, you will accept your good fortune and—”

      “What in the Known World is wrong with you?” I whirled around, nails digging into my palms. “There’s nothing fortunate about this predicament!”

      His eyes widened. He even had the nerve to spread his fingers against his breastbone as though he’d received the biggest insult in his royal life. “Fine words coming from the most ungrateful Princess I’ve ever known. I saved your life!”

      “It doesn’t count if I stayed behind in a burning building to save you. And nor does it count if I was already halfway out of the door!”

      “You exaggerate.”

      I shoved him hard on the chest, knocking him into the wall. A stream of sand fell onto his stubborn, blond head. Ignoring a punishing jolt of pain, the damsel denial sent through my heart, I snarled, “Release me from this curse, or I will—”

      “You’ll what?” His lip curled. “Kill me? Have me assassinated? The magic will stop you from circumventing your obligation.”

      Frustration rumbled through my chest in a snarl. He was right. According to the story of the dungman who became King, the Princess’s father tried a number of schemes to save his daughter from marrying the dungman. Each had backfired on the Princess, and eventually, he gave up and allowed the marriage. I turned from King Magnar and continued along the darkened walkway.

      As I ascended at the other side, the late afternoon sunlight warmed my skin, a welcome change from the cold atmosphere within the ward. I stepped out and blinked at the glare of the sun.

      Evolene rushed into me, wrapping her arms around my waist. “I was so worried you would go into the hut!”

      “It wasn’t exactly my choice.” I patted her on the shoulder.

      She drew back, looking up at me with watery eyes. “Did you fight more homunculi?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “A few, but they were nothing compared to their mast—”

      WHACK!

      We whirled around. Niger stood over King Magnar’s prone form, teeth bared, fists balled. A heartbeat later, pain radiated through my skull with the force of a cannonball. My stomach dropped, eyes squeezed shut, and I doubled over, clasping my hands over my nose. “Argh!”

      With an ear-splitting roar, Fyrian blew a plume of hot flames over our heads. “Leave Magnar alone!”

      Evolene caught my arm before I fell to the ground. “What’s wrong?”

      “Bluford!” shouted Niger.

      Somewhere in the distance, Master Jesper shouted at everybody to calm down and discuss their grievances like adults. It might have been my imagination, or a hallucination brought on by the unbearable throbbing in what felt like a shattered face.

      I forced my eyes open and squinted at the blinding sunlight. Spreading my fingers apart, I peered down to inspect the damage. The only moisture on my palm were tears. “I-I don’t know what just happened, but it hurts.”

      Niger dragged King Magnar up by the collar. “What did you do to Bluford?”

      King Magnar’s eyes rolled, and he gurgled something insensible. It was likely a demand to let go of his royal person.

      Niger clamped his hand around the other male’s neck and shook. “Answer me!”

      An intense pressure built around my neck, cutting off my air and choking my scream.

      White magic flashed from Evolene’s staff, filling my vision, and the pain faded into an echo. As I stumbled forward, gasping for air, she cried, “N-Niger, s-stop it. Whatever you do to King Magnar hurts Bluford!”
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      I was still staggering about when a body fell to the ground with a thud. A dull ache reverberated up my palms and through my knees. I winced. If King Magnar and I now shared a bond like Fyrian and me, I would throw myself off one of the cliffs.

      “I’d catch you,” said Fyrian.

      Her words of reassurance didn’t give me the usual, warm glow. Instead, I pictured myself married to a man I despised, who occasionally turned into a giant brute with sharpened teeth. “Ugh!”

      Master Jesper’s large hands propped me up. The troll uncorked a vial and held it under my nose. The foulest, most intense stench invaded my sinuses and made me gag.

      “Cadet Bluford,” it said, “Did you form a boon with King Magnar?”

      Jerking my head away, I sucked in lungfuls of clean air. I knew better than to enter into unbreakable magical agreements. “Of course, not.”

      “It’s… another kind of magic.” King Magnar picked himself off the ground, dusted himself off, and turned to Niger. “Any acts of violence or malice carried out in the defense of Cadet Bluford will backfire. Do consider that the next time you wish to attack.”

      Evolene clapped a hand over her mouth, staring between the three of us through watery eyes, while Master Jesper tapped its thick, stubby fingers on its chin.

      Niger balled his fists and snarled.

      I placed a hand on his arm. “Don’t.”

      A gut-wrenchingly awkward silence stretched out. King Magnar glowered at Niger, somehow looking down his nose at the larger male. Although blood trickled down the King’s nostrils, he still managed to maintain an air of regal dignity.

      Eventually, Niger turned to me, his eyes pained. “I am sorry you were hurt.”

      Shaking my head, I forced a smile. “You didn’t know.”

      “What was the meaning of that attack?” asked King Magnar, his voice a cold whisper. “What do you know about Cadet Bluford that made you rush to his defense?”

      “He’s my captain!” The words tumbled out of my mouth. I didn’t know why, but I hated the thought of King Magnar knowing I had friends who shared my secret. “Don’t you remember when Niger recruited me to the drogott team?”

      King Magnar folded his arms. “Are you quite sure he acted out of a sense of sporting camaraderie?”

      Niger stepped toward King Magnar, chest rising and falling. I groaned. As much as I appreciated his attempt to bully me out of the damsel denial, it wasn’t going to work. I bit down on my lip, hoping he wouldn’t reveal knowing that I was Princess Alba.

      “You!” Niger prodded King Magnar’s chest so hard, he stumbled against the side of the wagon. “Tell us how to reverse the loyalty elixir your alchemists fed everyone. Five of my brothers and all my friends are suffering in the Healer’s Academy with no skin. And every dragon, including mine, is shivering in pain and pining after your worthless hide.”

      A huge breath of relief escaped my lungs, making me sag.

      King Magnar spread his arms against the wagon his turquoise eyes bulging. “I gave no such order. Those alchemists were working on behalf of my father. I was their prisoner.”

      Niger snorted. “Easy to say now that Bluford defeated them.”

      “A-and everyone is suffering because of you!” spat Evolene.

      The King turned to me with pleading eyes. “Don’t let them bring me back to Mount Fornax thinking I poisoned the dragons.”

      I turned my head and glanced at Master Jesper, who stared back through calculating eyes. If Niger arrested King Magnar for having created the elixir, the violence wouldn’t recoil onto me. The time King Magnar would spend locked up would buy me enough time to research how to gain my freedom.

      Something nibbled at the edges of my conscience with increasingly sharp bites. I rubbed my chest with the heel of my hand and frowned. It was common knowledge that King Magnar had been involved in the plot to steal the dragon eggs, but in the case of the elixir, he was innocent. And every nefarious act he’d committed, except for cheating in our duel, had been in protection of his sisters. Could I stay silent and let him get into trouble?

      “The plague was not my doing.” King Magnar pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped the blood from his nose and chin. “Ask Cadet Bluford.”

      Everyone turned to me.

      “Tell them, Alba,” said Fyrian.

      My heart spasmed. Lying would solve my damsel denial problem… at least until the pain became unbearable. But telling the truth and getting King Magnar set free would somehow backfire. I glanced from Niger, to Evolene, to Master Jesper, who each stared at me, waiting for my verdict.

      “Alba, he’s innocent!”

      “It’s as he said,” I mumbled in my smallest voice. “They wanted to put King Calder back on the throne.”

      “Why did they design wards to capture you?” asked Jesper.

      “They needed my magic to get rid of the spriggans,” I replied.

      Master Jesper rubbed its chin. “And from what I’ve heard, the spriggans seem to think you might be instrumental in releasing their master.”

      The ward crumbled into tiny specks of sand, which seeped into the fissures on the ground.

      “How ingenious!” The troll clapped his hands together. “Now that the ward is no longer needed to contain you, it disassembled itself.”

      I raised my shoulders and headed toward Fyrian. “The librarian had access to all sorts of spells. With stolen magic, he could have performed them with Mr. Bacon.”

      Master Jesper’s eyes widened. “H-Henri? Are you sure?”

      Pausing, I turned to asks, “Black hair, pointed nose, eyes made of solid gold?”

      The troll clapped a massive hand over its mouth. “I made those prosthetics for him after he was attacked by a flock of wild birds.”

      I clamped my lips together. There was no point in announcing that the birds who blinded him were Mother and her fellow bluebird fairies leading a group of other birds to my rescue.

      BOOM!

      Thunder broke out across the skies, and the dark gray clouds, now free from the wards, spread out. Hailstones the size of peas dropped down onto our heads.

      Evolene raised her staff. Amber light streamed out from its crystal tip and spread into a wide canopy.

      Niger muttered his thanks, and King Magnar inclined his head.

      “I-I’m sorry I couldn’t make it stretch all the way to Fyrian,” she said. “If the hailstones get bigger, we’re going to need all my power to maintain the magic parasol.”

      “Tell her I can melt the hailstones if they get big.”

      I had to shout to relay Fyrian’s message and to thank Evolene for the protection because the hailstones swelled to the size of grapes and clattered onto the shield.

      Master Jesper squinted into the skies. “Unfortunately, Henri and the librarian neglected to turn off their weather enchantment. If they designed the wards to contain you, it’s likely that the unpleasant conditions were made to herd you into place.”

      I blinked. That was exactly how the alchemists had gotten me inside the hut.

      “What can we do?” asked Niger.

      “Let’s split into groups,” replied Jesper. “Madam Evolene and Cadet Griffon, come with me and find the weathervane.”

      I glanced at King Magnar, who gave me a hopeful smile through his bloody handkerchief. Annoyance rippled through my belly and up my gullet. “What should I do?”

      “Please return to the laboratory,” replied the troll. “I was about to administer a dozen antidotes to some of the male healers when I was called away to come to your aid.”

      “Right.”

      Master Jesper pulled the hood over its head. “Cadet Perrault will arrive with Golden Callisti apples. Place those with unbruised skin into the barrel we set up to extract the gold.”

      “Right.”

      “One more thing,” said Master Jesper.

      “What?”

      “We need to borrow your dragon.”

      “What for?” asked Fyrian.

      “You’ll have to ask her,” I said.

      Master Jesper cleared its throat and gave Fyrian a courtly. “Excuse me, Madam Fyrian Lacerta.”

      Fyrian narrowed her eyes. “How does it know my real name?”

      “Someone must have told it. Master Jesper was obsessed with my hybrid magic for a while, remember?” To the troll, I said, “She’s listening.”

      Master Jesper clasped its hands. “We would like to venture high up into the wards where the witches keep the weathervane.” When Fyrian didn’t react, the troll said, “It’s a magically contracted bird that affects the weather of a controlled environment. Will you transport us into the skies and help us to catch it?”

      Fyrian dipped her head and sniffed the top of Master Jesper’s head. “I want to stay with Magnar.”

      I stepped forward, placing myself between Fyrian and Master Jesper. “He’ll be fine traveling back to the mountain with me. Besides, if this hailstorm gets any worse, he might get hurt.”

      “If the alchemists made the weather attack you, then he should stay away.”

      I chewed my lip. That was actually a great point.

      Niger placed a hand on my shoulder. “What is she saying?”

      “If we separate, won’t the weather go after us?” I asked.

      Master Jesper pointed its staff at me. “May I cast an enchantment that disguises your unique magic?”

      “Go ahead,” I replied.

      Pink light shot out of the troll’s staff, wrapping around me like bandages. I glanced at Niger, but he didn’t flare his nostrils, so I assumed Master Jesper hadn’t affected my scent again.

      “All right,” said Fyrian. “Let’s go after this magical bird.”

      “She says she’ll do it,” I said to Master Jesper.

      “Wonderful!” The troll tucked its staff under its arm. “Give me a moment to reinforce the wagon, before you and His Majesty set off toward the mountain.”
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      Later, Fyrian soared into the overcast, gray sky with Master Jesper, Niger and Evolene on her back, and I sat in the wagon next to King Magnar. Hailstones the size of grapes pattered on the roof of the vehicle, mingling with the sound of the panting glacier wolves.

      “Thank you for telling the truth about my innocence,” murmured King Magnar.

      I gazed out into the expanse of dry land. Each falling hailstone made a tiny cloud of sand and dust. Those that didn’t fell into the occasional emaciated shrub. Mount Fornax was a dark blob in the distance, covered in clouds.

      He placed a clammy hand on mine. “I meant what I said, Princess Alba—”

      “Bluford.” I snatched my arm out of his reach.

      His nostrils flared, and his lips formed a thin, pale line. Through gritted teeth, he said, “I’m trying to be cordial. Why are you unable to extend the same courtesy to me?”

      “How about releasing me from a damsel denial that’s causing me physical pain?”

      He bowed his head. “I cannot.”

      “You can.”

      A silence stretched out. The wind blew a icy air over the wagon, bringing with it new hailstones that clicked against those already covering its canopy. The sound only added to my irritation.

      “I will not release you from your marital obligation, said King Magnar.”

      “Why?” my voice was half-screech, half-whine, all exasperation. “We hate each other.”

      “Dislike is a more accurate description of our mutual feelings.” He said this in the kind of tone people used to comment on the weather.

      I closed my eyes, pinched my lips, and huffed. What did it matter if he hated or disliked me? Both were valid reasons not to force a marriage. I was in no mood to have anyone curtail my freedom. The dragon quest had dredged up terrible memories of being held captive and powerless, and my blood still burned from the fight for my life against Mr. Bacon. I wasn’t about to get into another similar situation with King Magnar.

      “Why me,” I asked through clenched teeth, “when there are Princesses, witches, and noblewomen for you to court?”

      “To free my country and beloved sisters. I need a Warrior Queen.”

      A hot, angry breath surged out of my lungs and through my nostrils. That explained the portrait he had sent to Aunt Cendrilla along with the declaration of war if she refused his proposal, but it didn’t explain why he wanted to marry me.

      I twisted in my seat and snarled, “Then ask Aunt Cendrilla when she returns from the realm of the fairies!”

      King Magnar remained silent, staring out into the hailstorm. Up ahead, what looked like a carpet of multicolored fur spread out along a stretch of land. It was the largomorphus rex, the monstrous rabbits Master Jesper brought from Tundra to feed the dragons after locusts struck the country. I shot a glare at King Magnar. The locust incident had been entirely his doing.

      The wagon trundled forward, pulled by the panting glacier wolves, whose breaths now formed clouds of condensation in the chill.

      He slid long fingers through his short, blond hair and sighed. “When you entered the royal box with the Prince Regent, I was convinced you were Queen Cendrilla.”

      I clenched my teeth. The wretch had been gallant when we first met, but he quickly turned nasty when he discovered Father had brought his illegitimate daughter. “I remember.”

      “Then when Prince Regent called you by name, I was convinced he brought you as a distraction.”

      “What do you mean?” Straightening, I folded my arms over my chest.

      “Many a great man has been brought low by an insanely beautiful temptress.”

      I reared back. “Huh?”

      He shrugged. “How many Queens would tolerate their consorts taking a concubine, let alone siring a child with the woman? Queen Hyosus the Great was famed for decapitating those who encroached on her husbands. You and your mother have to be particularly beguiling.”

      “B-but that’s different!” I spat. “Aunt Cendrilla’s marriage to Father was political.” Or it had been until Mother left to retake her position in the Fairy Fighting Force.

      King Magnar turned to me, his eyes full of the kind of pity someone would reserve for a simpleton.

      Cringing, I turned away and locked eyes with a largomorphus rex. Not even its monstrous, twitchy nose and oversized front teeth could distract me from King Magnar’s words. There was no need to rehash the thoughts that had plagued me regarding Father’s relationship with Mother. I’d dealt with my anger during the dragon quest.

      “Your mother has to be a very clever woman to have not met Queen Cendrilla’s wrath.”

      “Aunt Cendrilla wouldn’t hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

      “Her reputation outside Steppe would say otherwise.”

      “What’s your point?”

      He sighed. “I thought your father had sent his beautiful but utterly useless daughter to distract me from pursuing the protection of his powerful wife.”

      I unfolded my arms and placed them on my hips. “And now?”

      His eyes gleamed. “You are everything I need to keep my throne. Powerful, clever, resourceful and with the spirit of a dragon. With you at my side, nobody would dare usurp me.”

      “Why don’t you just hire a better guard?”

      He shook his head. “Good soldiers can be bribed. With the right wedding vows, a man can guarantee the obedience and protection of his wife.”

      My hands curled into fists. “Backed by magic, so she’ll drop down dead if she betrays you, I suppose?”

      He inclined his head. “Of course.”

      I jumped out of wagon onto the parched earth. Clouds of dust rose at my feet, and hailstones battered at my head, but I ignored them and continued down the roadway. The scent of rodents filled my nostrils. I gagged and clamped a handkerchief over my mouth.

      King Magnar slowed the glacier wolves and leaned across the driver’s seat. “Princess Alba, whatever are you doing?”

      “Getting away from you!” My shoulders rose around my ears, hands balled into fists at my sides, and I stomped my feet. “If you think I’ll submit to becoming your forced guard dog, think again. I’d rather die from the damsel denial.”

      “Stop this behavior this instant!” he snapped.

      “You just want me for my power,” I snapped back.

      “Did you not hear a word I said? I said you were beautiful.”

      All around me, hailstones battered my armor, and cold wind blew against my skin. But none of that mattered when anger made my blood run hot.

      I ground my teeth. “You also admitted to disliking me. What I feel toward you is more like loathing, disgust, and hatred.”

      “Don’t be a child.”

      “Maybe that’s what I am.” I spread my arms wide, letting the hail batter at the sleeves of my flying jacket. “Half the time, you’re old enough to be my father, and I’m only seventeen. Why in the Known World would I want to marry you?”

      King Magnar pulled the reins, making the glacier wolves halt. “Are you referring to my Redcap Helmet?”

      “Is that what you call the magical cap you used when I beat you in the duel?”

      He pursed his lips. “You did not—” Then he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Get back in the wagon. No amount of tantrums on your part will change my mind. Your father offered me your hand, which I accepted, and now magic has us bound. You may as well become used to being my wife.”

      My back stiffened. “Is this to become my fate? A hardened warrior sent out to fight the battles of a despised King?”

      “You’re more melodramatic than Piper, and she’s only nine years old.”

      “What if I offered to serve in your army when I finish the academy?”

      The corners of his eyes tightened, as did the fists holding the reins. “You are needed now. If the spriggans want you to free their master, and the alchemists want you to defeat the spriggans, then you are the key to Savannah’s freedom.”

      “And what of mine?”

      He blinked. “I wouldn’t keep you in a tower. You can live in your own castle and you’ll want for nothing.”

      “Except freedom.” I shook my head. “I don’t even know how to fight a spriggan.”

      “You have dragons. They will kill on your command.”

      I shook my head, and a few hailstones slid down my collar, making me shudder. King Magnar was clearly someone who thought of dragons as mindless beasts. “What happens when Savannah is free?”

      “Then you will bear my heirs and teach them to ride dragons.”

      A glacier wolf shook its fur, spraying me with a combination of icy water droplets and hailstones. I scrubbed my face and continued walking through the storm, keeping my head down to protect my eyes from stray bits of ice. Somehow, I needed to get him to change his mind before he trapped me into a life of servitude. The worst part was that he didn’t even like or respect me enough to consider my feelings.

      Eventually, King Magnar got sick of commanding me to get on the wagon, and he shook the glacier wolves’ reins. The click of claws on hard ground accelerated towards me, and as they passed, I jumped onto the footboard at the back of the wagon, gripped the handles, and rode in silence across the territory and toward the mountain.

      About half-way to our destination, we passed a figure riding a camelops, leading three more of the same sand-colored beasts, each laden with sacks. The rider obscured his head with a brown, leather flying jacket. He wasn’t as tall or broad as Niger, but his build was stronger than King Magnar’s. When he raised his head, I met his hazel eyes.

      “Stafford!” I jumped off the footboard and ran across the dirt road toward him.

      “What are you doing?” He pulled on the camelops’ reins. “Where’s Fyrian?”

      I grasped his hand, let him to pull me up, and settled on the camelop’s back.

      “Thanks! She’s with Master Jesper and the others, fixing the weather.” I glanced at all the bulging sacks. “Those are a lot of apples.”

      He grimaced. “Actually, someone burned down the orchard.”

      “What? Then what did you bring instead?”

      “King Midas pears. Do you think they’ll work?”

      My insides filled with hard, icy dread. “I don’t know… They might, if the gold on their skin is the same.”

      Stafford sighed. “If they don’t, then King Magnar will have full control of the dragons.”

      I could have told Stafford the full story, but after hearing how King Magnar aimed to use me as his unwilling guard dog, I couldn’t say he wouldn’t do the same with the dragons. Resting my head on his broad shoulder, I murmured, “Whatever happens, we have to stop him. No one should be forced to fight against their will.”

      “Especially not dragons against the creatures they despise.”

      We rode in silence through the hailstorm, passing huge expanses of farmland. As we approached a wheat field, Stafford asked, “What will we do if the pears don’t work?”

      “Contact the palace and ask someone to send apples through the wards?” I blew out a breath. “The alchemist I fought told me the librarian has the antidote to the loyalty elixir. Maybe its ingredients will be different.”

      He turned his head. “Librarian?”

      I groaned. “Sorry… I need to start again and tell you everything from the beginning.”

      “Yes, please. Picking pears wasn’t all that interesting.”

      All throughout my story, I couldn’t help thinking about the librarian. Even if I had no choice in becoming King Magnar’s warrior wife and slave, I still had a chance to save the dragons and every witch and warrior under the influence of that wretched elixir. We just needed to find where the librarian had hidden  and force him to hand over the formula for the antidote.
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      By the time Stafford and I navigated the terraces on camelops and reached the Healer’s Academy building, the dark clouds had thinned, revealing an indigo sky. The excitement of fighting Mr. Bacon and his homunculi had worn off, and I could barely keep my eyes open. If we could use Master Jesper’s elixir to awaken some healers, they could watch over the others while we had some rest.

      Laden with sacks of King Midas pears, we trudged through the hallways of the Healer’s Academy not finding any trace of King Magnar. Perhaps he had fallen into a ditch or become a snack for the glacier wolves. Magic squeezed my heart, and I pushed away the thought. Even fantasizing about King Magnar’s demise was an affront to the damsel denial.

      I emptied my sacks in the barrel set up in corner of the laboratory and examined the large table in the middle of the room. An array of kettles, round-bottom flasks, coiled pipes, and copper tubes hovered above its surface, held together by floating clamps.

      “What are you looking for?” asked Stafford.

      “Master Jesper wanted us to give doses of the alkahest to the male healers. I can’t find any vials.”

      Stafford glanced at the slumbering form of General Thornicroft, still encased in his orange healing bubble. “Shouldn’t we wake up Dr. Duclair so she can get that thing out of his chest?”

      “That formula doesn’t work for witches.”

      “Oh.” Stafford lifted a pestle from its mortar and sniffed. “What do you think happened to the alkahest, then?”

      I shrugged. “King Magnar probably got here first and gave it to the healers.”

      “Let’s go and find him.” He set down the mortar and rounded the table.

      The thought of seeing his smirking face without being able to think about punching it made me sick. “Actually, we’re better off trying to find the librarian. Mr. Bacon said he had the antidote to the loyalty elixir.”

      “Where should we go?” Stafford yawned.

      “Library?” I checked my belt. Both swords hung at my sides, ready for another fight.

      “Isn’t that too obvious?” he asked. “If I was a criminal librarian about to be caught, that’s the last place I would hide.”

      I rubbed my temples. “You’re right, but we might find a few clues to his secret hideout.”
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        * * *

      

      The strewn books and upturned tables lay in the same position I had found them when I’d last visited the library searching for Evolene. Stafford stopped at the entrance to gape at the mess. “What happened?”

      “All the cadets collapsed from the plague at the same time.” I placed my hand on his shoulder blade, encouraging him to step inside. “Luckily, the witches were still unaffected and carried them all out to the Healer’s Academy.”

      He pointed at a table that had been split in two. “It looks so violent.”

      “Half-ogres aren’t the lightest people in the Known World.”

      The double doors behind the librarian’s desk led to the archives. I walked past it and past the rows of shelves and reading nooks toward the stairs that led to the mezzanine.

      “Where are you going?” asked Stafford.

      “He must have an office around here.” I glanced up into the transparent ceiling and squinted into the light streaming in through the Great Lake. “Or at least a secret hiding place.”

      “If I were a villain posing as a librarian, I’d hide all the evidence behind a bookshelf.”

      “What?”

      He shrugged. “I read about it in a scroll.”

      “All right.” I gave him a pat on the back. “You go looking for secret hiding places, and I’ll walk around and see what I can find.”

      With a sharp nod, Stafford headed toward a set of bookshelves while I ascended the stairs into the mezzanine. Eight-feet-tall shelves covered the walls, occasionally curving into the walkway to form alcoves. I examined the first few for handles and levers then shook my head. The librarian probably used stolen magic like Mr. Bacon and would have enchanted any entryways invisible.

      At the end of the mezzanine stood a wooden door, labeled CLEANING SUPPLIES. I turned its handle, and it opened up into a small cupboard housing a mop, bucket, and broom.

      “A bit too tidy, don’t you think?” asked Fyrian.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      She showed me a visual of Evolene and Master Jesper standing in a field, pointing their staff at what looked like a giant albatross thrashing within bolts of lightning.

      I furrowed my brow. “What’s that?”

      “The weathervane.”

      “I wasn’t expecting it to look so… real.”

      “They said one of the alchemists fed it an elixir and enchanted it to create weather attacks against you.”

      “Where’s Niger?”

      Fyrian turned her head and sent a visual of a figure lying face-down by her tail. His long, auburn hair spread out across the grass.

      A breath caught in my throat. “What happened to him?”

      “He got struck while knocking the weathervane out of the sky. Jesper fixed his wounds, but the elixir he took made him sleep.”

      Fyrian cut off the image and asked, “Do you think it’s a ruse to conceal a hidden door?”

      “Huh?” I stared into the cupboard and scooted around the broom. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “Albert!” shouted Stafford from the bottom level of the library.

      “Did you find anything?”

      “No.” He bounded up the stairs, taking them two at a time. “How about you?”

      “Not sure.” I stepped into the cupboard and stretched out my arms.

      “What are you doing?” Stafford stepped inside, knocking the broom into my back. “Sorry!”

      I stumbled forward. Instead of hitting a solid wall of sandstone, my arms went through thin air. “Oh, I think it’s an illusion.”

      “Come on, then.” He grabbed my arm and hurried through the false wall.

      “Wait!” Before I could pull back, we stepped into another room.

      Stafford let go of my arm. “I was expecting something more… I don’t know… villainous.”

      “Hmmm….” I glanced around at what reminded me of a cadet’s study bedroom. A bedroll lay flush against one wall opposite a well-stocked bookshelf. A view of the Great Lake shimmered through the window instead of the mountain’s interior. “We’d better look for books on alchemy.”

      Stafford rushed to the shelf and pulled out the book on the top right corner. “Runes of power.” He slid it back into the shelf and selected another. “History of Elphame.”

      “Put that to one side, in case it contains anything useful about spriggans or the forgotten King,” I said.

      He set the book on the desk while I opened the cupboard under the wash stand. It contained the usual items: chamber pots, shaving supplies, and towels.

      “The first five centuries of the Snow Queen,” said Stafford. “He sure loves history books.”

      I gave him an absent hum and strode to the wooden chest and pulled on the top drawer. A dozen wooden boxes lay inside. One contained dozens of teeth, the other samples of hair, and another finger and toenail clippings. “Urgh!”

      “What?” Stafford rushed to my side.

      “Look!” I pointed at the contents. “What would anyone want with all those?”

      He frowned. “Do you think they belonged to him?”

      “Some of the teeth look too big to be human. I think he took them from half-ogres.”

      “What if he collected samples everywhere he went? I saw him at Niger’s duel the other day, and he was at yours.”

      I shuddered. “It’s lucky that King Magnar never got the chance to nick me with his sword.”

      “But you cut him. That’s probably how he got to make the loyalty elixir.”

      “Probably.” King Magnar also returned to Mount Fornax with his face caked in blood. I tore my gaze away from another box containing droplets of blood preserved in labeled scraps of parchment. “We need to destroy these. There’s no telling what an alchemist could to with somebody’s sample.”

      After opening and closing each box, I checked the next drawer down. It contained a number of different-colored crystals nestled within black cloth, each the size and shape of those that topped witches’ staffs.

      “This looks interesting!” Stafford brought over a large tome labeled HISTORY OF SAVANNAH.

      “What’s so special about that?”

      “It’s not actually a book.” He placed it on the top of the drawers, flipped it open and turned to the middle page. A foot-deep hole appeared instead of parchment. Rolled parchments—more than I could count—piled up to the brim.

      My jaw dropped. “His secret letters.” My voice became breathy with awe. “Well done, Stafford!”

      He unrolled a scroll and frowned. “Can you read this?”

      I squinted at rows and rows of alchemical symbols. “No, but Master Jesper should be able to. I’ll ask Fyrian where they are now.”

      “Something’s wrong with the weathervane.” Fyrian sent an image of a giant thunderbird thrashing within a magical barrier. Streams of lightning jumped off the creature’s body, setting the dried grass alight.

      “Do they know how to fix it?” I asked.

      “It looks like they’re trying out spells Jesper learned in a book. It says whatever the alchemists did to the weather vane might have caused it permanent damage.”

      I relayed Fyrian’s update to Stafford.

      “Maybe they should focus on waking the witches. The one in charge of managing the agricultural magic will know what to do.”

      I raised a shoulder. “But I’ll bet the librarian knows how to fix the weathervane.”

      His lips set into a tight line. “That man has a lot to answer for.”

      “Come on.” I gave him a nudge. “Let’s finish searching the room.”

      Over the next thirty minutes, we found a few personal items and detailed drawings of what looked like a convertible wagon. Mr. Bacon had probably snuck it into Mount Fornax when he arrived with Master Jesper and the largomorphus rex. “This could be their secret laboratory.”

      Stafford grunted. “They’d better have Golden Callisti apples.”

      “Let’s go out and see what we can find.”
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        * * *

      

      We rode the camelops to the dwellings of the black dragons, close to the northern edge of the largomorphus rex territory. The cold mist had now warmed and dried to a refreshing, cool breeze, and the dark clouds had lightened and thinned, letting in the last vestiges of sunlight. Half-a-dozen wagons stood in the middle of a wildflower meadow, still connected into a train. My stomach flip-flopped. What if we found the antidote? If I couldn’t save myself from King Magnar, at least I could free everyone else. Would they forget about me and move on?

      “Can you remember how many wagons Master Jesper brought?” I asked.

      “Seven, including the one in front.”

      “Which King Magnar drove back to the mountain.” I nodded. “That’s what I remembered.”

      “Definitely seven,” added Fyrian.

      We dismounted and approached the wagons on foot. Wildflowers, glowing vibrant shades of red and purple in the setting sun, reached our thighs.

      “Grrr!” A glacier wolf raised its head from the tall grass and stared at me through cold, blue eyes. Eight of its comrades did the same, as though waiting for their leader to decide how to react.

      “Albert,” whispered Stafford.

      “Hold on.” I raised my palms and murmured, “It’s all right. We’re friends of Master Jesper.”

      The wolf cocked its head to the side.

      “Albert!”

      I nudged him in the side to be quiet. “That’s right,” I said in my most reassuring voice. “Friends.”

      It might have been my imagination, but the wolf’s nostrils flared. I held my breath, hoping it didn’t think I smelled tasty.

      A silence stretched out, with the wolf narrowing its eyes, seeming to consider my words. My heart made a loud, steady beat that reverberated across my ribcage and down my arms. Master Jesper wouldn’t keep wolves that attacked people? It went against the troll’s non-violent nature.

      When the wolf lowered its head and closed its eyes,  its comrades followed suit. Stafford and I exhaled identical sighs of relief and headed toward the first carriage.

      “Albert?”

      “What?” I hissed.

      “There are only nine wolves.”

      “He’s right,” replied Fyrian. “A dozen of them pulled the wagons.”

      I rubbed my chin. “Master Jesper took two of them in his wagon, so what happened to the twelfth?”

      We examined the wagons but only one contained anything of interest. In its covered section hung a single hammock, presumably for Mr. Bacon, as trolls didn’t sleep. We lifted a trunk lid and sifted through old robes and find a leather-bound tome of alchemical formulae at the bottom, along with vials of pink algae, and a sludgy liquid labeled ‘nutrient supplement.’ After placing one of each in our knapsacks, we headed back to the mountain with the leather book.
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        * * *

      

      When we returned to the Healer’s Academy building, a pair of male healers clad in white uniforms bustled from room to room, checking on the patients. I gaped. King Magnar really had woken them.

      We continued down to the laboratory to check on the barrel of pears. Hopefully, there would be enough gold and in the right quantity to make further batches of Master Jesper’s alhakest elixir.

      “Three cheers for His Majesty, the savior of us all!” bellowed a voice.

      Raucous cheers and applause filled the hallway.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Savior?”

      Stafford shrugged. “Maybe they’re confused. Once they’ve calmed down, they’ll work out that he only administered Master Jesper’s elixir.”

      “I hope so,” I muttered.

      We reached the laboratory, where Master Jesper and Evolene frowned over a giant beaker of liquid gold. Niger lay on a cot in the corner of the room, arms folded across his chest.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “King Midas pears aren’t providing the same results,” replied the troll. “Were there no Golden Callisti apples anywhere?”

      Stafford shook his head. “The orchards were burned down. We thought the alchemists might be keeping a stash in their hideout.”

      “I don’t suppose you have found said hideout?” asked Master Jesper.

      “Not yet.”

      Niger pushed himself up. “Why not interrogate Bacon?”

      I chewed my lip. “He died in the fire.”

      “His heart is still beating. It is faint and slow.”

      “How do you—” I caught sight of a cloth-wrapped bundle in the corner of the room.

      “Jesper went back to the hut and took his body for burial,” said Fyrian. “Even I hadn’t noticed he was still alive.”

      “Oh.” I scratched at the nape of my neck. “Can anyone revive him?”

      Master Jesper shook his head. “He will be under a tremendous amount of agony. It might be better to let him go.”

      I clenched my fists. “And condemn everyone in Mount Fornax to being loyal to King Magnar for the rest of their lives? There’s no sign of the librarian. Mr. Bacon is our only hope.”

      A silence stretched out across the room. Everyone probably thought I was being cruel to not to let Mr. Bacon succumb to his injuries. I squared my shoulders and scowled. This was the same man who tried to drain my life-force when I was just seven. He’d shown me no such mercy then. Even having his eyes pecked out by angry birds hadn’t taught him a lesson, and he’d tried again a decade later.

      “B-Bluford is right,” said Evolene. “M-Mr. Bacon made the choice to attack Mount Fornax, and everyone is suffering. I say we wake him up.”

      “Do you know how?” I asked.

      She nodded, eyes hardened with determination.

      Master Jesper sighed. “At least allow me to administer some pain relief?”

      I nodded.

      “Cadet Bluford,” said an annoying voice at the door.

      I ignored him and headed toward the wrapped bundle.

      “Do not ignore me!”

      Magic twanged at my heart, a warning of what was to come. I clenched my teeth and turned around.

      King Magnar raised his chin. “Outside, please.”

      “See if you can get him to talk about the antidote,” I muttered to Evolene.

      As soon as the door shut, King Magnar advanced on me, eyes shining. “Are your friends making more of the antidote to awaken the warriors?”

      I nodded.

      “Wonderful. How soon can you awaken the dragons?”

      “I don’t know. We need gold to—”

      “They need to be awake and ready for war!”

      Blood drained from my face. “You’re planning on sending the dragons to Savannah!”

      “Your Majesty,” bellowed a familiar voice. Master Fosco sprinted down the hallway, burgundy hair flying over his broad shoulders, arms spread as wide as his grin. He swept King Magnar into an embrace. “Thank you! You have saved us all!”

      My stomach dropped. “M-Master Fosco?”

      The dragon master ignored me and sped down the hallway, dragging a bemused King Magnar. I would have rushed after them to correct Master Fosco, but a spasm to the heart was warning enough not to disrespect my future husband in public.

      I pursed my lips and shoved open the laboratory door. The sooner we found the antidote to the loyalty elixir, the better.
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      I stood in the hallway, shaking my head at an overenthusiastic Master Fosco carry King Magnar away for some kind of celebration. It seemed that the longer a being was exposed to the loyalty elixir, the deeper his or her commitment to its target. I could imagine King Magnar convincing Master Fosco to go to war, unprepared against the spriggans and getting several dragons caught in their nets. The door to the stairwell slammed shut, and I pushed the laboratory door open.

      Blinking hard, I rubbed my temples and stepped into the laboratory. Now was not the time to panic. Not all the dragons were awake yet, and Mount Fornax was still locked down by two sets of wards.

      Niger shot to his feet. “What did Magnar want?”

      I raised a shoulder and headed for the left wall where Niger sat on his cot. “He didn’t get a chance to say. Master Fosco took him somewhere.”

      “Wonderful!” Master Jesper peered into a tube of gold and placed it on the table. “At least we are assured the alkahest works on dragons of all levels.”

      As I sat, my gaze wandered to the other end of the laboratory and lingered on figure under the black sheet. “What are we doing about Mr. Bacon?”

      The troll pursed its lips. “He sustained significant damage during your altercation. Could you not have been more… merciful?”

      I clenched my teeth, holding back the comment that I wasn’t the creature with the blood of hundreds of women on my hands. Even though Master Jesper no longer captured and drained the life-force of witches for the Snow Queen, it had no business judging how I fought for my life.

      Stafford crossed the room and sat on Niger’s cot. “But he was trying to kill Albert.”

      Niger snarled. “Mercy will get a warrior killed.”

      The troll bustled over to Mr. Bacon and cast an opaque healing bubble over the human. Evolene joined the troll. She held a tiny staff and a rack of different colored elixirs. Master Jesper murmured instructions to Evolene, who nodded and enchanted the liquids directly into the man’s belly.

      “You never said how you escaped the alchemist.” Stafford shuffled over on the cot, making space between himself and Niger.

      I shifted on the cot. “It was a blur. They ambushed me when I tried to cut King Magnar free, and Mr. Bacon released some kind of poison into the air.” A shudder ran down my spine. “The gas made my body numb, and he put me on a platform so he could attach a magic-draining collar.”

      Niger scooted closer, the outside of his hand brushing mine. “How did you escape?”

      “Fyrian sent enough power to burn through the poison, and I used my fire to force him to drop the collar and call off the homunculi.” I hunched my shoulders and dipped my head. At the time, I’d been too furious to consider the pain I had caused Mr. Bacon. His attack had made me relive my memory of having been taken as a child by alchemists. “I used the opportunity to ask him a few questions about what he’d done to everyone.”

      “I would have done the same in your situation,” said Stafford.

      “I see nothing wrong with Bluford’s conduct,” muttered Niger.

      Master Jesper sighed and turned back to the table in the middle of the room to pick up another rack of vials. “Every blood vessel on Henri’s body has been burned. It’s a wonder he’s still alive.”

      Despite his words, something didn’t sit right with me. Mr. Bacon was a murderer and a potential slaver of everyone within Mount Fornax. Even though he didn’t deserve mercy, I couldn’t have hurt him so extensively.

      A memory dropped into my head, making me jolt. “He took an elixir that gave him superhuman strength.”

      “Which one?”

      “He called it mandragon. It made him invincible, and the only way to stop him from attacking was to melt his golden eyes.”

      Master Jesper paused and let out a deep breath. “That… explains a lot. Thank you, Cadet.”

      Niger stood. “You owe Bluford an apology.”

      I grabbed his hand. “Let’s not argue. We still have so much to work out.”

      Master Jesper turned. “Cadet Griffon is correct. I was hasty in my assessment of your altercation with Henri and prone to give him the benefit of the doubt as he was my friend and assistant. Please accept my humble apology.”

      “It’s all right.” I inclined my head. Master Jesper’s torture at General Thornicroft’s hands was probably still fresh in its mind. “We’re all doing the best we can.”

      The troll shook its head. “This is my fault. I brought Henri here, not knowing he was the proverbial hollow gift-horse, full of destruction for the entire community of Mount Fornax. Leave things with me. I will fix this mess.”

      I grimaced. The only way Master Jesper could fix things was by making more antidotes. It was far too good-natured to go around cracking heads.

      Niger squeezed my hand, and his leg pressed against mine. “Are you all right?”

      I gulped and glanced around to make sure no one noticed my odd reaction. Evolene and Master Jesper turned back to Mr. Bacon, and Stafford sat at my other side, staring intently at Evolene’s back. “I-I’m fine.”

      We stayed up all night, sleeping in shifts and helping Master Jesper prepare a large batch of alkahest using the gold extracted from the King Midas pears. Although it lacked the potency of the Golden Callisti apples, it provided enough of the element to end the suffering of dragons and warriors and to stop the progression of the loyalty elixir.

      After we brewed and distributed the elixirs to the healers, Master Jesper reviewed the coded scrolls we had found in the librarian’s secret room. According to his translations, they detailed King Calder of Savannah’s plans to take over Mount Fornax, but they lacked information about antidotes.

      Stafford opened his knapsack and pulled out the leather tome. “What about this? We found it in the wagon.”

      I pulled out the bottles I’d found. “Are these helpful?”

      Master Jesper took the sludgy one with the nutritional supplement label and slipped it in its pocket. “Thank you. This will be adequate for my needs. Now, let me take a look at this.”

      The troll opened the book and flipped the pages. “This is Henri’s workbook, which contains notes on everything he formulated in the past seven years.” The troll paused at one page and winced. “I am not surprised he is in such poor condition if this is what the mandragon elixir contains.”

      I resisted the urge to ask. The most important thing was the antidote.

      “Ah… Here’s how he made the loyalty elixir.” Master Jesper shook his head. “It’s no wonder my alkahest couldn’t reverse it. He used dragon’s venom, an ingredient not available to all, except those with access to green dragons.”

      “Who would give Mr. Bacon venom?” I asked.

      “The librarian must have somehow gotten access to it.”

      Niger shook his head. “A green dragon does not freely give their venom to anyone.”

      “That’s true,” said Fyrian. “I asked around after Jesper mentioned it, and no one even spoke to the librarian.”

      “Fyrian just said none of the other green dragons gave the librarian their venom,” I said. “I always carry a bit of her venom in my parched sword. What if he stole it from a rider of a green dragon?”

      “That is a possibility.” Master Jesper scratched its bald head. “But it’s more likely that a warrior associated with a green dragon helped him.”

      “Impossible,” said Niger.

      “Bribery and blackmail may not work on dragons, but it is certainly effective against humans and ogres.” Master Jesper turned the page and paused.

      I leaned forward. “Is that the antidote?”

      The troll lifted the book, revealing its torn page. “I believe it was.” Its shoulders sagged. “Oh, dear. It will take weeks to work out how to counter the dragon venom.”

      “What can we do to help?” asked Stafford.

      “Apart from supplying me with dragon venom to conduct experiments, I’m not—”

      A loud groan interrupted what Master Jesper was about to suggest. My gaze snapped to the corner where Mr. Bacon lay under a black sheet. His blackened hand fell out of the cot, making me cringe.

      “Henri!” cried Master Jesper. “Please don’t try to move.”

      “Wh—Argh!”

      “Pain elixir, Madam Evolene!”

      Evolene jumped to her feet. “How much?”

      “An entire vial.”

      She raised her small staff, and the liquid seeped through the sheet. Mr. Bacon groaned and stopped moving.

      Master Jesper turned to us and placed a stubby finger over its lips. “Shhhh!”

      I shrugged. If the troll wanted to conduct the questioning, I wouldn’t interfere.

      “Jesper,” groaned Mr. Bacon. “You found me.”

      “No thanks to you, I may add,” huffed the troll. “You meant to kill me!”

      “T-that would be the l-librarian, not me.”

      I shook my head. Earlier, they had both discussed Master Jesper as though he was a nuisance that needed to be eliminated.

      “Listen to me,” Mr. Bacon croaked. “You must save Savannah from the idiocy of the Boy-King. His dealings with dark fairies will ruin us all!”

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      “The…”

      I leaned forward, throat dry. Although I’d heard some of his rantings about King Magnar, I hadn’t trusted anything the man said at the time. Now, on his deathbed, he might reveal something useful.

      Evolene rushed forward with a vial of yellow liquid.

      Master Jesper raised its hand. “Liquid Effervescence will exaggerate the pain. We must wait for Henri to gather his strength.”

      A long breath escaped the man beneath the sheet. “The spriggans. W-we worked out a way to hurt them.”

      “How?” Master Jesper’s quicksilver eyes widened.

      “It’s in my leather book. Last page.”

      Stafford rushed to the table in the middle of the laboratory and flipped open the tome. He raised the last page, revealing the aged, baby head of a spriggan. Around the illustration were notations and alchemical symbols.

      “Is that what a spriggan looks like?” whispered Niger.

      Suppressing a shudder, I nodded. Nothing on the page made sense to me, but I assumed Master Jesper would translate when it got the time.

      “I have the formula for your loyalty elixir,” said the troll. “Where is the antidote?”

      “The librarian has it.”

      “Well, something has gone wrong with the elixir. The dragons appear loyal to the Boy King, and not the throne of Savannah. Whatever you have attempted has backfired.”

      I chewed on my lip. If Mr. Bacon was King Magnar’s enemy, surely he would help to stop him. There was no predicting the alchemist’s reaction. He was even more deranged than the man he was trying to keep under control.

      Mr. Bacon choked. “We need the dragons to save Savannah from what the boy has wrought. F-find the librarian and tell him he must help.”

      “Do you know where he is?” asked Master Jesper.

      “If everything’s gone wrong, he’ll be at the D-dead Wood.”

      “And where is that?”

      Mr. Bacon didn’t answer.

      Evolene approached with another vial, but Master Jesper waved her away. “We should wait another hour before disturbing his rest, or he will expire.”

      Niger stood. “I know the Dead Wood.”

      “Where is it?” I asked.

      “On the dry side of the mountain.”

      “Fyri, do you know what he’s talking about?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure, but I’ll meet you outside the Healer’s Academy.”
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        * * *

      

      Niger, Stafford, and I rode Fyrian down the side of the mountain we used for flying classes. Morning sunlight streamed through the patchy cloud cover on to an expanse of exposed sandstone. The terraces at that side of the mountain consisted of thin walkways, eroded back to stone.

      “Do you know why this part of the mountain has no vegetation?” I asked Fyrian.

      “It gets the most exposure to the afternoon sun,” she replied. “The water doesn’t stay in the soil for long over here.”

      “Right! And since there’s very little to do around here, people don’t visit,” I added.

      “Making it the perfect place for a villain to hold secret meetings!”

      “Have you written to the Prince Regent?” Niger sat at my back and whispered into my ear.

      “Not yet.”

      “But you must—”

      “I doubt there’ll be anything he can do to save me from the damsel denial,” I murmured back. “But I’ll contact someone as soon as I get a spare minute.”

      Niger nodded, and I relaxed a fraction. I hadn’t seen Prince Magnar since the day before, when Master Fosco dragged him away, and I hoped not to bump into him until we had helped Master Jesper to complete the antidote to the loyalty elixir.

      Fyrian landed at the bottom of the mountain in a patch of parched earth. A few yards ahead lay what looked like a grove of thick-trunked trees that stretched up nearly a hundred feet. Multiple branches at the top of the trunk jutted out like shrugging arms. It was hard to see the vegetation, but in the harsh sunlight, its leaves looked brown.

      “Now I know why they call it the Dead Wood,” muttered Stafford.

      “What’s this area for?” I asked Rufus.

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “No one ever uses it.”

      “Let’s see if we can find a hut or a secret passage somewhere.” I turned to Fyrian. “Will you be all right out here in the heat?”

      She shook her head and leaped into the sky. “I’m still a bit sore from the plague, so I’ll fly around to the other side for a drink. Keep our connection open, so I’ll know when to come back.”

      We headed for the grove of giant trees. The sparse vegetation on the treetops cast us in shade and provided decent protection from the sun. I walked between the two males, stealing glances at Niger whenever I could. Although his features were similar to his brothers, as they all had strong, masculine features and auburn hair, Niger scowled a lot less than Rufus, who never seemed to smile.

      Niger turned to me and grinned.

      A flush exploded across my cheeks, and I glanced away.

      Stafford nudged me in the arm. “Do you think they’ll cure Mr. Bacon?”

      “I hope not. Why?”

      “His plan to restore King Calder to the throne isn’t bad. If King Magnar made a deal with spriggans to usurp his father, he doesn’t deserve to rule.”

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I grimaced. “It wasn’t as simple as that.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Niger.

      “King Calder kept his wife and daughters locked up because they were witches. King Magnar didn’t know about his sisters until a spriggan entered his dreams and brought him to their basement. He spent over a decade of night-times with them, thinking they weren’t real, until the spriggan manipulated him into making a deal.”

      “I don’t understand.” Stafford picked up a fallen branch that had been fashioned into a staff. He twisted it in his hands and frowned at a knot in the wood.

      “The spriggan got him to eavesdrop in a meeting where King Calder discussed his plan to steal the girls’ magic and become the most powerful being in the Known World.”

      “Then Magnar made the deal?” muttered Niger.

      “Actually, King Calder announced that he had no need for an heir and locked King Magnar up. That’s when the spriggan approached him.”

      Stafford snapped the staff on his knee. “King Calder is no better than the Snow Queen!”

      “That’s why King Calder can’t get his throne back.” I spread my hands wide.

      Niger stopped me in place with a hand on my shoulder. His brow lowered into a scowl. “Are you in support of King Magnar?”

      “N-not really.” I stared into his hard eyes. Words of denial bubbled up to the back of my throat. I neither liked nor supported King Magnar, but even an arrogant, spoiled brat would be a better leader than a madman who would keep his daughters as fattened calves to slaughter. I couldn’t say any of this without the damsel denial magic squeezing my heart. Instead, I said, “King Calder would be a danger to all the witches in Steppe.”

      He grunted, and we continued through the Dead Wood. Our feet crunched on dried leaves and the occasional twig, making a gentle rhythm that broke the silence.

      “I suppose everyone was wrong about King Mag—”  Stafford’s words were broken by his yell, which echoed below us and grew distant by the second.

      I whirled around and nearly stumbled into the broken twigs that made up the edge of a pit. Niger grabbed me around the middle and pulled me to safety.

      My heart beat thudded in my throat. “W-what was that?”

      “I do not know… But Stafford will be in danger unless we act fast.”
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      I edged closer to the pit with Niger at my back, ready to grab me if the ground gave way underfoot. The hole where Stafford had disappeared stretched about four feet in diameter and appeared to have been concealed by thin twigs and dead leaves. When I peered into its depths, I found what looked like an infinite expanse of black.

      Clutching my roiling stomach, I said, “It’s got to be deep, considering how long Stafford screamed as he fell.”

      “I fear the same,” replied Niger. “Call for him, and I will watch your back.”

      I lowered myself to my knees, placed both palms on the warm, dry ground, and stuck my head into the hole. “Stafford?”

      My voice echoed down the pit, reverberating in unison with the dread climbing up my gut. What in the Known World could be down there? My mind conjured up an image of Stafford’s broken and bleeding body lying atop jagged stalagmites, which made me want to gag. Without a witch, we had no way of raising him to the surface.

      “STAFFORD,” I shouted, desperation raising my voice several octaves.

      Niger patted my back. “He is likely unconscious. See if you can get Fyrian to send help.”

      “Fyri, could you—”

      “No,” she snapped.

      “What?”

      “I don’t approve of the company you keep,” she replied. “First that brutish Niger attacks poor Magnar, then that idiot Stafford says he’s unfit to rule. I wouldn’t help either of them.”

      I frowned. “But you’d help me?”

      “Of course. You’re Magnar’s bride.”

      “As King Magnar’s future bride, will you help me help my friend?”

      A smoky sniff passed through our bond. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      My shoulders slumped, and a frustrated whimper tore from my throat. My Fyrian would never leave a friend in peril. After facing death for a crime she didn’t commit, she knew exactly what it felt like to be helpless and reliant on someone’s help. That wretched elixir had twisted her mind. It hadn’t just made her unfeasibly loyal to King Magnar, now, she lacked compassion for others.

      “Problems?” asked Niger.

      “She’s not helping because we haven’t been nice to King Magnar.”

      He knelt beside me on the ground, keeping one hand on a thick root for security. “Are you serious?”

      My shoulders slumped. “It’s the loyalty elixir.”

      “I’m just doing what’s right for Magnar,” she said.

      Niger shuffled back to firmer ground and pulled me away from the pit. We sat at the trunk of one of the massive trees on a root as thick as a basilisk. He placed his hands on my shoulders. “Is she listening?”

      I nodded and calmed my thoughts so Fyrian could concentrate on what Niger would do or say next.

      Pulling the same kind of stern expression Rufus wore, Niger said, “Fyrian Lacerta, the majority of dragons, warriors, and witches are still suffering under the plague and unable to provide King Magnar the protection he needs to regain his Kingdom.”

      Interest sparked across our bond. I gave Niger an encouraging nod. “She’s paying attention.”

      “We need to find the complete antidote to the alchemists’ poisons,” he said. “Master Jesper’s alkahest is only a partial solution, and we do not know how long it will last.”

      “I thought it was a cure,” she said.

      “It’s untested. Nobody knows how long it will last,” I replied. It wasn’t a lie, as Master Jesper had only perfected the alkahest with the use of Golden Callisti apples. It had removed the symptoms the alchemists had inflicted to disguise the loyalty elixir, but it hadn’t gone as far as to neutralize its effects.

      “What do you want me to do?” she asked.

      I gave Niger a thumbs up. “We need Evolene to come down and lift Stafford out of the pit. If you can ask one of the masters, they can tell her what’s happened.”

      “All right. I saw Roopal this morning. I’ll tell him.” She sent me a visual of herself soaring over a small lake and toward the waterfalls of Mount Fornax.

      “What did she say?” asked Niger.

      “She’s going to get help.”

      He nodded. “Thank you, Fyrian.”

      “Let’s go back and see if he’s woken up.” I pulled myself to my feet and walked toward the pit, making sure to keep to solid ground. About ten feet away from the pit, thin twigs cracked under the soles of my boots. I stopped and shouted, “Stafford?”

      The ground trembled beneath my feet. My stomach dropped. I was nowhere near the pit! Before I could stumble back, strong arms hoisted me off the ground, spun me around and set me back onto the roots of the tree.

      “Oh! Thank you.”

      Niger’s hand remained on my waist. “Be careful. The ground is treacherous and likely enchanted.”

      My gaze flickered up to his obsidian eyes. They stared  at me with such intensity, I wondered if he was trying to see through my glamor. “Y-yes… I’ll pay better attention.”

      Silence stretched out between us, filled only by the steady thrum of my heart. I didn’t dare look into his eyes again. It was one thing to hold the stare of males like Father and General Thornicroft. They mostly wanted to intimidate me into blurting out the truth about some misdemeanor or another. Niger was different. He actually seemed interested in me as a person. And if I was honest with myself, I was interested back.

      “Why do you disguise yourself when you have the power of a mage?” he asked.

      My skin itched, and the beginnings of the damsel denial magic stirred in my chest. It was about to punish me for saying I’d run away and disguised myself to avoid marrying King Magnar. I cleared my throat. “Father and I had a disagreement. I wished to escape the decision he made for my future.”

      He was about to ask something. Probably about the nature of our disagreement. A conversation like that would likely lead to me writhing in pain—something I couldn’t afford when Stafford desperately needed my help. I stepped back toward the tree trunk. Instead of hitting wood, I tumbled down what felt like a staircase.

      “Bluford!” Niger rushed down the stairs after me.

      “Alba!” cried Fyrian.

      A stone wall broke my fall. It belonged to a landing of some sort, which led to another set of downward stairs. I placed my hands over my aching head. “Huh… I suppose we’ve found the entrance to their secret hideout.”

      He crouched beside me, face a mask of concern. “Are you hurt?”

      “Just a few bumps.” I pushed my palm on the wall, using it as leverage to stand.

      Niger grabbed my arm and pulled me up. “Here.”

      “Umm…” I splayed my arms out for balance. “Thanks.”

      “Do you need me to carry you down the rest of the stairs?”

      My cheeks flamed. Two unfortunate accidents and he already thought I was a damsel in distress. Anyone could lean against a tree trunk with an invisible door and fall through the other end, but I suppose what happened with King Magnar the day before had been an inexcusable disaster. It was hard to be annoyed, as he was only trying to help.

      I shook my head. “It’s fine.”

      “Then allow me to go first.” He raised his fist and set it alight, illuminating a staircase that twisted and turned at every landing.

      Rolling my shoulders, I followed him down. That tumble had been more embarrassing than painful, and I hoped I could do something heroic to make up for falling down the stairs.

      “Are you all right?” asked Fyrian.

      “I’ll live.”

      “Why do you care so much about what he thinks when you have Magnar?” she asked.

      Because it would take an entire vat of loyalty elixir for me to look favorably on that wretch. I hid that thought behind the barrier General Thornicroft had helped me form in my mind and told Fyrian, “I barely know King Magnar, and most of our encounters have been unpleasant.”

      I continued down the stairs behind Niger, grimacing each time he turned around to check that I hadn’t collapsed. If Master Jesper hadn’t revealed my true scent, he would probably have given me a hard clap on the back and laughed at my pratfall. Now he acted like I was some kind of delicate princess.

      “Did you speak to Master Roopal?” I asked.

      “He wasn’t very happy with me because I interrupted his conversation with Magnar,” she replied. “But he’s sending someone down.”

      I furrowed my brow. Why not Evolene? All the witches had eaten the poisoned compote and were all under the effects of the plague. Knowing my luck, it would be Roseate who arrived with her garish, pink hair and ghastly attitude.

      “Watch your step.” At the end of the stairs, Niger opened a door that led to a room blackened by fire.

      I groaned. “The librarian already destroyed everything.”

      “Stay at the door while I check for traps.” Niger stepped into the room holding out two flaming palms and looking from left to right.

      “You don’t have to keep protecting me.”

      “Let me worry about that.” He glanced over his shoulder and flashed me a grin so roguish, all protests dried up in my throat.

      I huffed. “Fine, but I can take care of myself, you know.”

      “Of course,” he replied in a tone that meant otherwise. “Unsheathe your parched sword.”

      I unhooked it from my belt. “Why?”

      “We need your long-reaching flames to scour the room for magic.”

      “Oh.” I thought back at the lattice of fire General Thornicroft had taught me to make during my first dragon quest. “What if we both covered the room with a grid? That would be faster than swinging my blade.”

      He stopped in his tracks, turned around, and stepped toward me. “Are you suggesting we combine magic?”

      “Um…” General Thornicroft hadn’t given me the impression that connecting our flames was anything significant but doing it in a dragon quest wasn’t the same as doing it in real life. Swallowing hard, I rocked back on my heels. “What’s wrong with that?”

      His cheekbones pinked, and his lips curved into a smile. “It is a rather deep connection that we only reserve for our closest of comrades.”

      My throat dried. “I-I’m not that practiced with the grid anyway. M-maybe I should use the parched sword.”

      He inclined his head.

      “What are we looking out for?” I asked.

      “Subtle changes in the flame. Has General Thornicroft taught you flame types yet?” When I shook my head, he continued. “Just sweep your flame from left to right. I will check for any changes.”

      I extended the sword’s flame and swept it across the darkened room as he directed. It just looked like the usual stream of orange fire to me. “I didn’t know a mage’s flames could be sensitive to magic.”

      “It is not as effective as a witch’s detection spell and mostly too time-consuming to be worthwhile.” He glanced ahead into the flames as I swept them across the room. “There are no traps so far.”

      We continued like this for several minutes until we cleared the chamber and entered a narrow hallway. A groan echoed ahead.

      I cut off my flame. “Stafford?”

      “Albert?” his words were slurred.

      My heart leaped, and I charged ahead to meet my friend, only for Niger to grab my arm. “Careful. We must check the hallway for traps. There is no Evolene or Master Jesper to shield us from an explosion.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. That had been reckless of me. “Right… Sorry.”

      It took an eternity of waving my flaming sword and having Niger analyze the fire to travel the hallway and reach Stafford. He sat against the wall, eyes half-lidded, legs outstretched, and clutching a burlap sack. Even in the imperfect light, it was clear he was in a lot of pain. His skin was deathly pale and glistening with sweat.

      I slid onto my knees at his side. “Are you hurt?”

      “I bashed my head, but I’m fine.” He winced. “Though I might have broken my ankle.”

      “You are lucky,” said Niger. “If you had fallen on your head, that drop would have killed you.”

      A pained laugh huffed from Stafford’s chest, making him grimace. “The number of times I fell out of trees and off the roof at the orphanage, I’ve learned to fall better.”

      My gaze drifted to his twisted ankle, and my insides writhed with sympathy for my best friend. Poor Stafford didn’t seem lucky to me.

      “What do you have there?” asked Niger.

      Stafford opened one eye for a second. “Huh?”

      “The sack.”

      “It was attached to the wall,” Stafford replied, eyes still closed. “I grabbed it on the way down. There’s some stairs on the left. You two should take a look while we’re down here.”

      I eased the sack out of Stafford’s grip and pulled it open to find a few rolled parchments. I exhaled a long, disappointed breath. None of them looked like they’d been ripped out of the leather tome.

      “Let me see.” Niger reached into the sack, pulled out the largest one, and unrolled it. “This is a map of the underground passages of Mount Fornax.”

      “H-hello!” shouted a female voice.

      I raised my head. The pale face staring down was so far away, I couldn’t make out her features. “Evolene?”

      “I heard Stafford was hurt.”

      “Evolene,” mumbled Stafford.

      “He might have broken his ankle,” I shouted. “Can you lift him up?”

      “I brought one of the healers.”

      A male voice shouted from above, and he asked a series of questions about Stafford’s condition. Then Evolene lowered a vial of pain elixir which she said would make Stafford’s journey to the Healer’s Academy more comfortable. I uncorked it and brought the vial to his lips.

      As soon as Stafford finished the elixir, his face relaxed, and he stared up at me with bright, hazel eyes. “Let me know what you find down the stairs.”

      I smiled and ruffled his caramel hair. “Of course. If the librarian isn’t down there, you can join us on the search tomorrow when they’ve healed your ankle.”

      “Thanks, Albert.”

      “What for?”

      “For being the best friend ever.” Stafford’s eyes fell closed, and his head drooped onto his chest.

      Warmth filled my chest. A mere month ago, my only friend was Mother, and she’d left for the realm of the fairies. I gave Stafford a squeeze on the shoulder goodbye. “He’s ready!”

      Another item floated down. Some kind of leather harness which the healer said I needed to wrap around Stafford. I held the straps, ready to follow the healer’s instructions when Niger pulled them from my grip. “Allow me.”

      “I can do it.”

      He coughed. “It would not be proper.”

      My eyes widened. He was referring to the close contact I would have with Stafford’s person. I stepped back and let him wrap Stafford’s slumbering form.

      “Cadets Bluford and Griffon, do you need assistance in leaving the pit?” asked the male healer.

      “We’re fine,” I shouted back. “There’s a staircase.” Besides, we still needed to explore the rest of this underground building.

      Once Stafford had been safely lifted out, we examined the rest of the scrolls. They contained information other alchemists had gathered about fairy hybrids. One of the scrolls outlined the capture and torture of an imp—a human-fairy hybrid. According to the notes, the creature had been susceptible to fairy iron.

      “This one is about Her Majesty,” said Niger.

      “What?” I let the scroll I was reading roll closed. “Was she captured?”

      His brows drew together. “Yes. Although the alchemist who took her died under mysterious circumstances.”

      I stood next to him and peered at the scroll. It contained an illustration of Aunt Cendrilla holding a staff and wearing a leather bodice and flowing battle-skirt. “It says she was a student of the Anti-Magic Academy. Why would she join such a place?”

      “Before Her Majesty married King Armin, the United Kingdom of Seven’s laws allowed the slaughter of magical beings upon sight. I expect she infiltrated it to destroy their corrupt policies.”

      My brows drew together. “Did she get hurt?”

      “It does not say.” He rolled up the scroll and headed toward the end of the hallway. “We can study these later.”

      With a nod, I followed him. “Let’s go and explore.”

      Cool, damp air greeted us at the top of the staircase, a spiral structure carved out of sandstone.

      Niger sniffed. “I smell a large quantity of rainwater.”

      “Really?” My fingertips rested on the cool, damp wall. I’d never been so deep underground, so didn’t know what kind of atmosphere to expect.

      Our footsteps echoed on each downward step, mingling with the faint sound of dripping water. Perhaps the alchemists had siphoned some of the lake and placed it into a leaky tank. They certainly needed a large quantity of water to create all those elixirs and homunculi.

      At the bottom of the stairs was what I could only describe as a cavern that stretched out like a roadway. I stepped off the staircase, and my boots sank into cool, damp sand.

      Niger lowered his flaming fist to the sand. “Footprints.”

      “Can you smell anyone?”

      “A human and… a wolf?”

      I glanced ahead and found a set of massive paw prints amid the footprints and ground. “At least we know what happened to the twelfth glacier wolf.”

      Niger snarled. “According to the map, one of the passages stretches out beyond the wards.”

      My stomach plummeted. “And I’ll bet the librarian took the antidote with him.”

      We stared into each other’s eyes, Niger looking as stricken as I felt. While Master Jesper had the formula for the loyalty potion and would eventually create an antidote, it would likely not happen before King Magnar had recruited every dragon, witch, and warrior to fight his war.

      I swallowed back a lump in my throat. King Magnar would lose and get everyone killed or captured. The spriggans had the might of the Savannah Empire army, an array of magical armor and dark artifacts. After our encounter with just one spriggan at the border, I could well believe its boast of having perfected ways to capture dragons.

      “What are we going to do?” asked Niger.

      “I-I’ll contact the palace and see if I can get help.”

      He nodded. “Let’s go.”

      When we reached the top of the stairs, Niger’s older brother, Albens stood in the doorway with a dozen newly awakened warriors. He gave Niger a brief nod of acknowledgment and turned his attention to me. “Cadet Bluford, King Magnar orders your immediate presence.”
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      I backed away into the stairwell. A futile effort, considering the warriors standing in the doorway of the tree trunk were a mix of fully-qualified mages clad in burgundy armor and riders clad in red. Most of them were half-ogres like Niger and Albens, each carrying at least one sword on their belts. And they were all under the influence of the loyalty elixir. Why else would they do the bidding of the man who had stolen dragon eggs and unleashed locusts into Mount Fornax?

      Raising my chin, I announced, “An alchemist abducted King Magnar yesterday, and we believe he escaped using this route. He must be brought to justice.”

      “We will take care of the search,” said Albens. Like all the Griffon brothers, his long, auburn hair flowed past his shoulders. He’d styled it into two neat braids woven into his beard. While Niger’s eyes were as dark as Mother’s, Albens’ were a startling shade of white. He pointed at the sack. “What do you have there?”

      “Papers,” I replied.

      “On what?”

      Niger stepped in front of me. “Al, we are in the middle of something. Can this wait?”

      Albens brushed his brother aside. “It cannot. Cadet Bluford is to see King Magnar immediately.”

      Niger shoved back. “No—”

      I placed a hand on Niger’s bicep. “Let’s not argue with them. This isn’t their fault.”

      Niger glanced over his shoulder, his lips forming a tight line. “I am coming with you.”

      “Request denied,” said Albens. “Until classes restart, you are to help Master Jesper produce its alkahest elixir.”

      Two riders clad in red uniforms grabbed Niger by the arms and marched him out of the tree trunk and through the Dead Wood. He struggled in their grips, but the pair held firm. Once the trio rounded a thick tree, I lost sight of them.

      Albens flicked his head, indicating for the two mages at his side to seize me. Huge hands wrapped around my arms, and I sighed. There was no point in resisting. I’d only wear myself out and have no energy to face the real enemy: King Magnar.

      Albens led the way through the Dead Wood, which had now turned into a gloomy expanse of dried leaves amid trunks thick enough to hide any manner of danger. I stared down at my feet until we stepped out into the sun.

      When I raised my head, it was to find Fyrian sitting close to the mountainside, curiosity shining in her crimson eyes.

      “Why didn’t you warn me they were coming for us?” I asked.

      She straightened. “I told Roopal that Stafford might be dead. He told Magnar—”

      My eyes bulged. “Wait. King Magnar was with Master Roopal?”

      “I’’m sure I told you this before.”

      Running my fingers through my hair, I exhaled a long, tired breath. “Probably. I was too caught up with worrying about Stafford to notice. Sorry.”

      “Anyway, there was a special Council of Dragons meeting in Fosco’s office. He thinks you vandalized it, by the way.”

      I groaned. Fyrian had been suffering from the plague and confined behind magical runes to block our connection. She had missed the attack of the homunculi’s explosives and couldn’t have explained what had happened even if she’d wanted.

      “Can I at least fly my dragon back to the mountain?” I asked Albens’ back.

      Albens glanced over his shoulder, eyes narrowed. Under the influence of the loyalty elixir, he appeared even more stern than Rufus, the youngest of the Griffon brothers at the Academy. “His Majesty ordered us to escort you directly to him. You will ride with me.”

      The two mages released my arms, and Albens placed a hand on my shoulder blade, steering me away from Fyrian.

      I kicked a stone across the parched earth. “It’s not like I’m trying to avoid him.”

      “You are.” Fyrian dipped her head as though deep in thought. “Can’t you be nicer to him?”

      “Have you forgotten how we met? He could have been nicer, too.”

      When Fyrian didn’t reply, I added, “Or the incident with the eggs and the locusts? Or the duel? Or the spriggan?”

      Fyrian squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. Black smoke surged from her nostrils. My heart sommersaulted, and I cried out loud, “Fyri!”

      I sprinted across to where she stood, ignoring Albens’ shouts for me to stop. “What’s wrong?”

      Her face twisted in a rictus of torture. “P-please… stop saying cruel things about Magnar.”

      A pang of guilt struck my chest. Bringing up all the reasons we disliked King Magnar had made the elixir react badly. The poor dragon was still recovering from the plague and from her exposure to dragonsbane when fighting the homunculi.

      I placed my hands on the scales of her front paw. “I’m sorry, Fyri. You’re right. I’ll try to be nicer to King Magnar.”

      She sniffled. “He’s not so bad, you know. If your six little sisters were about to be killed, you’d be desperate enough to make a deal, too.”

      A sigh slipped from my lips. She was right. Awkward personality aside, King Magnar had thought he was doing the right thing all those years ago. The spriggan had simply manipulated the situation to take advantage of his love for the young witches. I ran a hand through my magically shortened and darkened hair. In a few months, I would have four baby brothers. What wouldn’t I do to keep them safe?

      A large hand landed on my shoulder, and I glanced into Albens’ concerned frown. He asked, “You can speak to her?”

      “Umm… She’s upset.”

      “My men will take her to the Healer’s Academy. The witch doctors are still under the effects of the plague, but the other healers will help.”

      I dipped my head. “Thanks.”

      One of the riders opened the door of a black, horse-drawn carriage, and Albens indicated for me to enter. For a moment, I wondered if the courtesy was due to him knowing I was Princess Alba, but then I remembered he’d been ordered to fetch me. He probably wanted to make sure I didn’t try to run and fly away on Fyrian’s back.

      I settled into the black, leather seat. “Do you know what King Magnar wants?”

      His lips turned down. “My job is to carry out his orders, not to call them into question.”

      “Right.” I stared out of the window.

      “Do not worry about your dragon,” he said. “We have some of the finest physicians in the land. If she needs more of the alkahest, they will supply it.”

      I nodded. Until Master Jesper had worked out the antidote to the loyalty elixir, I would have to be careful with what I said about King Magnar. Given that the damsel denial still held my heart in its grip, it would also be less painful for me to be nicer to him, too.

      We ascended the mountain via a steep road that seemed to help the vehicle move along. I leaned out of the window. The ground beneath us moved. “What kind of ground is this?”

      “This is the Reception Road. It is enchanted to move vehicles to the reception courtyard.”

      I sat back in the seat and stared at my hands. King Magnar had probably known about this road. That’s why he reached the Healer’s Academy hours before we did and managed to administer the alkahest to all those healers. Stafford and I had taken the long route up the mountain, going round and round the terraces until we reached the plateau. No wonder everyone loved King Magnar. In the time he had awoken the warriors, he could have relayed a completely different account of events and told everyone that he had saved Mount Fornax. That, and the loyalty elixir certainly explained why seasoned warriors like Albens were taking orders from him.

      In no time, we reached the reception courtyard, a wide area of sandstone, enclosed by a quadrangle of buildings. I dragged my damp palms down the leather of my breeches, readying myself for a round of bickering.

      “Out you get.” Albens stepped out of the carriage and held the door open.

      I clasped my knees, digging my heels into the wooden floor. What would happen if I refused to move?

      “Bluford!” Albens’ tone of voice suggested he would sling me over his shoulder if I disobeyed.

      “I’m coming… just having a stretch.”

      He harrumphed. Perhaps deep down, in the part of his mind that was fighting the elixir, he understood my reluctance to meet King Magnar.

      I stepped out of the carriage and entered the reception area through the wooden double-doors. Someone had cleaned up the mess from the attack, righted Evolene’s old desk, and scraped the soot off the walls. Instead of walking around to the left to Master Fosco’s office, we went right into a door labeled, WAR ROOM.

      Two tamers clad in steel-colored leather stood outside and saluted Albens.

      He saluted back. “I have His Majesty’s guest.”

      As the guards swung the door open, I resisted the urge to mutter that I was more like a prisoner.

      King Magnar sat at the head of a table covered in the map of the Known World. To his left sat Masters Fosco, Roopal, and Solum. Master Klauw was nowhere in sight, and I hoped he wasn’t still stuck as a rapier red. Warriors wearing different colored uniforms sat on his right, including a mage, a healer, and a rider.

      Albens cleared his throat. “Sire, I have retrieved Cadet Bluford as you commanded.”

      “Ah…” His turquoise eyes glinted like freshly cut gemstones. “Excuse me, Gentlemen.”

      They all stood, bowed, and headed for the door. Master Fosco glowered at me as he passed but didn’t bring up any accusations about having vandalized his office or the reception area.

      “Master Roopal, will you remain, please?” asked King Magnar.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” The silver-haired male returned to stand behind the chair he occupied.

      As soon as the door clicked shut, King Magnar turned to Master Roopal. “You are well versed in the theory of magic?”

      He inclined his head. “I am.”

      “Master Fosco tells me that you are aware of Cadet Bluford’s identity beneath the glamor.”

      “That is correct.”

      I scowled. Why were they talking about me behind my back?

      “Yesterday, I carried Princess Alba out of a burning building, earning me the right to her hand in marriage.”

      “I see.” Master Roopal turned his cyan eyes on me as if noticing my presence for the first time. His attention made me stiffen. “The damsel denial is old but effective magic. How may I be of assistance?”

      “It’s time to perform our wedding vows.”

      “The vows of marital obedience as we discussed before the unfortunate incident with the plague?”

      He grinned. “That’s the one.”

      My heart kicked into action, making me lurch forward. “Wait! I thought the damsel denial meant that I couldn’t marry anyone until King Magnar relinquished my hand.”

      Master Roopal shook his head. “There is a lot more to it than first refusal of the Princess’s hand. In the tale, the dung-man had the right to an immediate wedding with the choice of vows. Until he either married or rejected her, magic protected him from suitors or agents of the King. All attempts at coercion only backfired on the Princess.”

      My nose throbbed in sympathy from when Niger had punched King Magnar. “Do I have to get married exactly when and how he demands?”

      “Yes,” King Magnar walked around the table and reached for my wrist.

      I snatched my arm away. “We’re not married yet!”

      Fortunately, the magic didn’t punish me for protesting against his advances.

      Master Roopal rocked back on his heels, paying such close attention, I wondered if he was allowing someone to watch us through his eyes. I shook my head. As a historian, he was probably making mental notes on how to document this meeting. Although King Magnar was a wretched idiot, he was still the monarch-in-exile of a very important empire.

      After a few moments, Mater Roopal formed an answer. “The denial allowed one Princess to request three items prior to the nuptials.”

      “Like what?” I asked, heart thrumming with hope.

      He rubbed the stump of his left arm. “The type of items required for her to be married in the style in which she is accustomed. The magic would not permit the Princess to ask the dung-man for an item he could not afford, but since you are marrying a King, I believe you can be creative.”

      King Magnar scowled. “She will have whatever she wishes once we’re wed.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Not until I get my three items.”

      “What do you want?” he snapped.

      I counted the items on my fingers. “A wedding dress.”

      “Fine.” He waved his hand in dismissal. “I can get one of the—”

      “As strong and fire resistant as dragon-hide, as smooth as silk, and the exact color of the moon,” I added.

      His face turned crimson. “That’s preposterous!”

      “And I want a bouquet of flame-colored flowers with dragon scales instead of petals.”

      He bared his teeth. “Anything else?”

      “A sword that converts my magic to lightning.”

      King Magnar’s turquoise eyes turned cold. His nostrils flared, and he gave me a look of such hatred, I flinched. “Get out.”

      As much as I wanted to leave the room, I didn’t want him to think I was leaving on his command. I locked gazes with the wretched King, matching the malevolence of his glare with the venom of my own. I had won… For now. Without the help of a magical seamstress like Madam Skinner, an agricultural witch, and a magical swordsmith, he didn’t have a chance of obtaining those items.

      I stuck my nose in the air, mimicking his haughty manner. “I trust that you will stay out of my way until you fulfill your obligations. Good day, Your Majesty!”

      Pulling my shoulders back, I strode out of the room with all the dignity I could muster. If King Magnar wanted to force me into this ridiculous marriage, he would have to present me with the ridiculous items.

      As soon as the door clicked shut, my false bravado crumbled. I’d forgotten to ask whether the dung-man could force the Princess to simplify her list of requirements. In a moment, King Magnar would get the idea to send one of his elixir-addled minions after me.

      Before he got the chance, I rushed out of the reception area, dashed through the courtyard, across the lawn, and past the Great Lake, not stopping until I reached the safety and camaraderie of the laboratory. It was time to take Niger’s advice and ask for help.

      I would write a letter to Oliveri, explaining my situation. If Father was injured or still fighting off the vote of no confidence, he would pass my message onto the Witch General’s office.

      There had to be more ways to delay this awful marriage.
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      With Master Jesper producing enough alkahest to awaken all the dragons and warriors, most classes resumed, and life at Mount Fornax returned to a strange sort of normality. King Magnar didn’t summon me again over the next few days, but I would occasionally see him glowering at me from the head table he had set up in the mess hall. As long as he didn’t approach me, I could tolerate the mild discomfort at mealtimes form the intensity of his glare.

      In Basic Swordsmanship, Captain Pristis stood at one end of the room, demonstrating methods of fighting a stronger opponent with one of the dragon rider cadets. Our instructor wasn’t much bigger than my glamoured form, and his opponent, a bulky half-ogre, towered over him by half a foot.

      “A slighter opponent works harder…” Captain Pristis ducked, swept his leg at the cadet, who tripped and stumbled back. The instructor leaped to his feet and brought his sword to the cadet’s neck. “But the effort reaps benefits.”

      Captain Pristis danced around his opponent with smooth, flowing moments, his silver ponytail swishing through the air. He seemed able to predict where the cadet would strike, as he moved away from the sword’s trajectory, missing it by inches.

      “Wow!” I wrapped my arms around my middle, cheeks burning with excitement, insides thrumming with enthusiasm. Mother, who had her own natural poise, tended to rely on speed, cunning, and dirty tactics when she sparred with Father. But even she didn’t move as gracefully as him.

      The instructor jumped away from a two-handed, overhead strike and raised his hand. “Thank you, Cadet Ossifrage.”

      The dragon rider cadet nodded and joined his classmates at the other side of the room.

      Captain Pristis turned to the rest of the class. “All of you, at one point in your careers as dragon warriors, will face a much stronger opponent. They come in many guises. A larger ogre-hybrid, a full ogre, or even wild dragon.”

      My gaze lingered on his steel-colored, leather uniform. Although it indicated he was a tamer, I couldn’t picture him facing down a wild dragon.

      “Often, the weaker fighter has an advantage.” The Captain swept his arm across the room. “Can anyone explain why?”

      On my left, Rufus raised his hand. “The stronger opponent may be overconfident. That is something a weaker opponent can exploit.”

      “Correct. Anything else?”

      Thinking about Father, who was probably still fighting at the ogre senate to keep his position of Prince Regent, I raised my hand.

      “Cadet Bluford?”

      “Someone stronger than everyone else wouldn’t spend much time or effort in honing their skills.”

      He inclined his head. “Excellent answer. Those who have a natural disadvantage must work harder to compete in an uneven fight.”

      “Sir!” shouted Gobi from Rufus’ other side. “Magic swords.”

      The Captain’s expression fell. “Explain.”

      A flush spread across Gobi’s cheeks and down to his wispy, turquoise beard. “If you have a magic sword, you can win.”

      Captain Pristis pursed his lips. “It is certainly something a weaker fighter can employ, but anyone may own an enchanted weapon.”

      Our instructor launched into a story about encountering a wild dragon at a volcano who used the lava as a weapon. It was a black dragon, capable of manipulating the earth and cunning enough not to get close to the tamers. Throughout the tale, Gobi’s face turned redder and redder, making my heart twist for the young half-ogre. If only he didn’t take things so personally.

      I raised my hand. “Sir? Didn’t the dragon masters try to communicate with him?”

      “Many wild dragons see them as abominations and fairy sympathizers.”

      On my right, Stafford coughed. “Why?”

      The instructor leaned against the wall and folded his arms, as though making himself comfortable. “It’s a long story, but during their captivity in the realm of the fairies, the dragons endured terrible experiments. One such experiment gave a few of them the ability to take human shape.”

      Stafford and I exchanged confused looks. I turned to Captain Pristis. “Are you talking about the Forgotten King?”

      The riders on the other side of the room all groaned. I supposed they remembered the history lesson King Magnar took over where he asked Master Roopal question after question about the Forgotten King and his spriggans. Looking back on things, King Magnar should have asked the dragons directly for information and help instead of enacting a complicated plan to steal their eggs.

      Captain Pristis rubbed his temples. “Have you not covered this yet in History of Dragons?”

      “Not yet,” we chorused.

      “Dragons experienced cruelty both at the hands of the Forgotten King and during their captivity with the Queen of the Fairies and her subordinates after he was banished. This is why dragons and fairies don’t mix.” He clapped his hands together. “But Master Roopal is best placed to explain what happened, not me. Everyone, get into pairs of one half-ogre and one quarter-ogre.”

      Glancing down at my sword belt, I selected the wooden sword and turned to Rufus, but he’d already grabbed Stafford. Then I turned to search a half-ogre dragon rider who hadn’t yet partnered up with anyone.

      Gobi stepped into my path and unsheathed the kind of curved scimitar Father preferred. “You are with me.”

      I shrugged. “All right.”

      Captain Pristis glanced around the room. “Stronger opponents, I want you to attack with all your might. Practice swords only!”

      Gobi scowled and placed his sword back onto his belt and pulled out his wooden practice sword.

      The sounds of shuffling feet and wood hitting wood filled the air. I strolled to a clear space in the classroom, away from the other sparring pairs. Gobi would likely take advantage of the Captain’s instructions and strike hard enough to knock me off my feet. With that in mind, I raised my sword, widened my stance, and dug my heels into the hard sandstone.

      “Yaaa!” Gobi took a running jump from his side of the room and leaped through the air, sword raised in a two-handed, overhead grip.

      My stomach dropped. At this rate, he would cleave me in half. I stepped back, just as his wooden blade snapped my practice sword in half. “Hey!”

      In my moment of distraction, he swung at my left arm. I dodged, but not fast enough. The strike reverberated up my forearm and knocked the bone out of its socket. Pain, sharp as an executioner’s blade, radiated through the joint. I grabbed my forearm and cried out, “Yield!”

      Gobi stepped forward, sword raised, teeth bared.

      “I said, I yield!”

      He swung at my neck, only for Captain Pristis to jump between us and knock Gobi’s sword across the room. “Cadet Bluebeard, do I need to remind you the meaning of the word ‘yield?’”

      Gobi scowled. “No, sir.”

      “The next time you continue attacking after your opponent has submitted, you will be facing my wrath.”

      He turned his head, bottom lip protruding from his wispy beard.

      Captain Pristis turned to me. “Are you injured, Cadet Bluford?”

      I tried rotating my shoulder, but the pain made me wince. Not wanting to give Gobi the satisfaction of having hurt me, I said, “N-not really, sir.”

      “Sit on the bench. I will call for a healer.”

      “Y-yes, sir.” I walked around the edge of the room, past the other cadets engrossed in their fights. My heart felt as heavy as my throbbing arm. After sparring with Father and dueling King Magnar’s enchanted form, how could I have let someone as young as Gobi best me?

      “You haven’t exactly had a chance to rest these past few days,” said Fyrian.

      “Maybe,” I replied. “But I should have done better.”

      “Next time, you’ll be prepared for him. It looked like he had something to prove.”

      I lowered myself onto the bench and inhaled a long, deep breath. “You’re right. He’s hated me since we met.”

      “You know why,” she replied. “It might be time to tell him you’re Princess Alba.”

      “Ugh. Then he’d start acting like he’s my uncle.” At this point, I would rather have Gobi hate me because he thought I was the son of the woman who exiled his mother.

      “He is your uncle,” she replied.

      “You know what I mean. And what about all those lies he spread at the table two weeks ago about us being betrothed?”

      I closed my eyes and leaned my head on the wall. If I focused on breathing, I might be able to push away the pain.

      “I’ll send a bit of power your way,” said Fyrian.

      “Yes, please.”

      Fiery magic seeped through our bond. It drifted to my shoulder, warming it to the bone. The joint made one painful throb that made me shudder, then the ache melted away. All the muscles in my shoulder, neck, and back relaxed, and I exhaled a long breath. “That feels wonderful. How did you learn it?”

      “Auntie Rilla’s Magecraft class. She warned everyone that it’s just to tide you over until you get to a healer.”

      Her warmth spread down my arm and swirled around the elbow, and tears of relief gathered in my eyes. “You’re amazing. I don’t know what I ever did to deserve a partner like you.”

      “You’ve always been there for me when I’ve needed you.”

      A twang of guilt plucked at my heart. When we’d first bonded, I was more concerned with getting her out of my head than with proving her innocent of Mr. Jankin’s murder.

      As much as I tried to hide that thought, it must have reached Fyrian, because she tutted. Maybe I couldn’t conceal things from her when we shared magic. “We didn’t know each other then, and I should have identified myself as the green dragonet.”

      I nodded. My entire upper body had turned into mush. Her warmth was the perfect mix of love, pain relief, and relaxation.

      A larger body sat at my side. “Bluford.”

      My eyes opened a fraction. Gobi stared at me with such hatred, I jerked out of my relaxed haze and straightened. “What?”

      “Why does King Magnar favor you?”

      “He doesn’t.”

      “Every time I greet him, he asks about you.”

      My stomach soured at the thought of that man snooping about with my classmates and instructors for information about me. “Has it occurred to you that he might be asking because he hates me?”

      “You have caught his attention.” Gobi leaned into my space. “Why?”

      “Did you not see our duel?”

      Gobi’s eyes narrowed. “Where you cheated and broke his armor.”

      My nostrils flared. It looked like the loyalty elixir had addled his memory of events. Anybody with half a lick of sense would know that transforming oneself into a seven-foot-tall monster just for being disarmed in a duel was bad form. There was no point in giving Gobi a refresher on King Magnar’s wrong-doings. I didn’t care enough to change his mind, and it would upset Fyrian.

      “Answer my question,” he snarled.

      I looked him straight in his cobalt-blue eyes. “Is that why you attacked me after I yielded?”

      “N-no.” He drew back.

      “Because if you’re right and King Magnar does favor me, what is he going to say when he finds out you cheated in a sparring session?”

      His jaw dropped, and crimson spots appeared on his cheeks. “S-shut up!”

      A healer clad in white, leather armor approached. He was a quarter-ogre, a few inches taller than me with a slender frame. From the deep, chestnut shade of his skin and the way he wore his long hair in narrow strips, braided close to the scalp, his human relatives were probably from the Boreal Desert. “Who requires assistance?”

      “Me.” I glanced at Gobi, who shuffled down the bench to give the new male some space.

      “I’m Healer Alabio. Can you tell me what happened?”

      I swallowed. A witch would have carried out a diagnostic spell, fixed the injury, and given me an elixir. As Healer Alabio was male and could not access his magic, he probably had to conduct his business the long-winded way. I explained to him how I was struck and pointed out my dislocated shoulder.

      His brows formed a concerned V. “That looks nasty. Would you permit me to place my hand on the wound?”

      “All right.”

      Healer Alabio closed his eyes, clapped his hands together, and rubbed his palms in slow, circular movements.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked.

      “Connecting to his dragon bondmate,” replied Fyrian. “All healers are partnered with either blacks, grays, or purples. Those are the types most suitable for healing others.”

      “But you helped me,” I said.

      “Only because we’re already bonded. And I only stopped the pain for a while.”

      Before I could ask Fyrian if she would be able to heal minor injuries if we practiced, Healer Alabio placed both palms on my shoulder and infused my joint with cold power.

      I sucked in a surprised breath.

      “Are you all right… Cadet?”

      “Bluford,” I said between clenched teeth. “The cold was unexpected.”

      He chuckled. “I’d like to numb the area before moving your joint back in place.”

      “You won’t be needing this, then.” Fyrian’s magic receded back through our bond.

      “R-right… Thanks. W-where are you, anyway?”

      “A group of us went to investigate the Dead Wood. Fulmen said he could smell something strange.”

      “Wha—” My arm bone got sucked into the shoulder socket. “Aah!”

      The healer drew back. “Did that hurt?”

      A fast, steady drumbeat boomed in my chest, and I breathed hard, trying to wipe that peculiar sensation from memory. “N-no. It was just a bit of a shock.”

      He smiled. “As soon as the alchemist from Tundra works out how to release the witches from the plague, you’ll have your usual healers back.”

      “It was fine.” Despite my skin crawling from the treatment, I arranged my features into a grateful smile. “Thank you. New things take a little getting used to, that’s all.”

      “I’m used to working with much larger patients, myself. It’s a refreshing change to fix a cadet’s shoulder.” Healer Alabio chuckled to himself.

      It finally dawned on me why the Healer’s Academy employed so many males. Dragons were resistant to witches’ magic, but male healers could use their bondmates’ power to heal other dragons.

      He pushed his knapsack off his back and pulled out two vials. “The red one will accelerate the healing of the muscle tissues around your shoulder. I’ve fixed the tiny fracture in your humerus, but you should take the white one anyway to strengthen your bones.”

      I uncorked the proffered vials and swallowed the white one first. A combination of chalk and lemon filled my mouth. But the second tasted like cherries.

      “Very good, Cadet Bluford.” He pulled out a piece of parchment. “You may attend your lessons, but take care. Show this note to any of your instructors if they ask you to do anything to tax your left arm.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He gave me a jaunty salute and headed for the door. Just before he opened it, a pair of warriors clad in the green leather of dragon grooms stepped into the room.

      “Emergency meeting. Everybody is to make your way to the arena. Red and purple dragons are available on the lawn or reception area to take those who have not bonded.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” asked Captain Pristis.

      The tamer shrugged and turned to the door. “Master Fosco’s orders.”

      Our instructor sighed. “You heard them. Everybody make your way to the surface. Four cadets per dragon.”

      “I’ll meet you in my stall,” said Fyrian.

      “All right.”

      Stafford rushed to my side. “Are you going with Fyrian?”

      “Yes,” I replied. “Coming with us?”

      He gave me a playful bump on the right shoulder. “Of course.” His face dropped. “Sorry, did I hurt you?”

      “My left got injured, and I feel fine.”

      He frowned. “Are you sure? Gobi seemed a little—”

      “It’s the loyalty elixir,” I muttered back. “He’s desperate to be noticed by King Magnar.”

      The other cadets streamed out into the hallways, chattering about the latest turn of events. Up ahead, Rufus and Gobi waited by the door. Rufus gave the younger half-ogre a gentle shove.

      Gobi cleared his throat. “Er… Bluford. It was wrong of me to have taken sparring too far. Please, will you forgive my behavior?”

      I glanced at Rufus, who stared back with grim determination. Then my gaze flicked to Gobi. “Are you saying that because Rufus told you to apologize?”

      He stared my shoulder. “No.”

      “Or are you afraid of King Magnar’s reaction?”

      He bowed his head.

      I turned to Stafford, whose lips thinned. How many others loyal to King Magnar would bully me for not giving him any attention? Gobi couldn’t be the only person who noticed his fixation with me. My shoulders slumped. The only people to blame for my injury were the alchemists, and there was no way I could hold a grudge against one so young and impressionable.

      “I’ll forgive, but I won’t forget.” I straightened to my full height of six feet. “If you try anything like that again, the last thing you’ll need to worry about is King Magnar’s wrath.”

      He gave me a shallow bow. “Thank you.”

      Stafford and I left the classroom to meet Fyrian. Hopefully, this meeting Master Fosco called had nothing to do with the machinations of King Magnar.
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      Unlike the last time I had visited the arena, all the seats for ogres remained unoccupied save the royal box. A number of burgundy-clad dragon mages stood at its far walls like guards, and there was no sign of Master Fosco or any of the other dragon masters. On the seating tiers opposite the royal box perched what looked like the entire population of full-sized dragons in Mount Fornax. Many of them had people on their backs, and those not sitting on a dragon sat on the tiers closest to the bottom of the arena.

      Fyrian settled on one of the sandstone tiers on the same row as the green dragons who shared her terrace. I spotted the one with seaweed-colored scales and waved. The other dragon flicked his head in acknowledgment.

      Before I could ask Fyrian the name of the seaweed-colored dragon, the blare of loud trumpets filled the air.

      Everyone turned their gazes to the royal box. One of the dragon mages opened the door, letting in Masters Fosco, Roopal, Solum, and Klauw. The latter three sat on wooden seats beside the throne, while Master Fosco stood at the speaking podium on the right. Next to enter was King Magnar, still wearing his brown cadet’s uniform but with a cloak of the deepest royal purple velvet.

      The entire arena burst into wild cheers and applause. Even the dragons roared, a sound that made my ears ring.

      “Does Fyrian know what’s going on?” shouted Stafford over the noise.

      “Hold on,” I shouted back.

      “This looks like a Council of Dragons meeting,” she replied. “But this time, they’ve summoned all the warriors.”

      I relayed the message to Stafford.

      King Magnar raised a palm, and everyone in the arena exploded into louder cheers. Some of the dragons even blew fire rings. I turned to Stafford, who grimaced. Something terrible was about to happen, and the worst part was that only a handful of people in Mount Fornax could see straight enough to recognize it as a calamity.

      Master Fosco placed both hands on the podium at the end of the royal box. In an unnaturally loud voice, he said, “Dragons, warriors… It is great to see you all recovered from the plague.”

      More cheers and applause broke out. I bit the inside of my cheek, waiting to hear something terrible.

      “While we were all suffering, one man worked tirelessly behind the scenes to save us from painful deaths. He fought valiantly against alchemists who wished to infiltrate Mount Fornax and lay us to waste.”

      Silence fell across the arena, the only sounds an occasional snort from a dragon.

      “That’s you,” Stafford whispered.

      “All except for the man part,” said Fyrian.

      I held my breath and glanced at King Magnar, who sat on the throne with his arms folded across his lap and his nose in the air. In moments, Master Fosco would summon me to the royal box. But would this be an award ceremony or an ambush wedding?

      “I’ll fly you over,” said Fyrian.

      I pictured a full moon, pulled some fog over our bond, and reminded myself that the loyalty elixir had addled her brain.

      Master Fosco placed a hand over his heart. “We all owe him the greatest debt of thanks… May I present our savior, His Royal Highness, King Magnar!”

      Angry, prickly heat bloomed across my face. “What?”

      “Huh?” said Stafford.

      This time, the applause was thunderous. Roars and cheers and the stamping of dragon paws made my ears ring. The noise shook my entire being and made my stomach churn.

      “I don’t understand,” said Fyrian. “Was he only pretending to be the alchemists’ prisoner?”

      I clenched my teeth. “It looks like King Magnar took the credit for fighting the alchemists.”

      Fyrian paused. In a small voice, she said, “But he did stab Mr. Bacon with your parched sword.”

      I didn’t reply. The elixir was forcing her to twist her memories around to make King Magnar the hero.

      King Magnar strolled across the royal box with his arms raised in some kind of victory pose. I curled my lip. Master Jesper, Evolene, Stafford, Niger, and I had toiled through the night, collecting ingredients, fighting homunculi, and making the elixir. This wretched brat had spent the entire time sitting on a chair in a hut and was taking credit. The worst part was that no one would believe me.

      “Everybody, settle down!” bellowed Master Fosco.

      The applause and cheers faded into excited murmurs.

      King Magnar held a speaking horn to his lips. “Thank you, Mount Fornax, for the warm welcome! And thank you, Master Fosco for your warm words, but I am no hero!”

      I sat straighter, pulse throbbing.

      “Is he going to call you up?” asked Stafford.

      “Who knows?” I replied.

      “No,” King Magnar continued. “The real heroes are you: the dragons and warriors!”

      I sagged against Fyrian’s neck as the entire arena went wild with cheers and applause. King Magnar hadn’t directly said he had saved everyone, but he was still lying by letting everyone think he was the hero.

      “Now,” he said, “the leaders of the Council of Dragons have committed themselves to freeing the Savannah Empire from the clutches of my enemies. But they are but four dragons, and our enemies are numerous. We need more loyal and fearless dragons. Who will join me in battle?”

      I clapped my hands over my mouth. “He wants the dragons to fight the spriggans!”

      All around us, dragons launched themselves off their perches and flew up into the skies. I stared up, mind blank, face frozen at the display. Did the dragons even know they had volunteered to fight against spriggans?

      “E-everyone knows the story about the fight at the border,” said Fyrian.

      It took a while to get everyone to calm down and retake their seats. When silence spread through the arena, Master Fosco returned to the podium, holding aloft a golden crown. “Mount Fornax is no longer an independent city-state. From this moment forward, it is a territory of the Savannah Empire, ruled by the Great King Magnar!”

      My mouth dropped open.

      Fyrian was kind enough to share her vision with me. Master Fosco placed the crown on King Magnar’s beaming head.

      Then King Magnar picked up the speaking horn. “Thank you for the honor. I have one thing left to announce: An opportunity for one brave warrior to become the Savannah Sky Commander. You will act as my champion and closest confidant. If you wish to compete for the honor, submit your name in the reception for consideration.”

      About two-dozen dragons launched themselves into the air and flew in the direction of the mountain. I assumed their riders wanted to compete to become King Magnar’s champion. My eyes unfocused, and my breath came in shallow pants. This was exactly the situation I had dreaded, and now it was coming true. From what little I had seen of dark fairy artifacts, the dragons would never triumph against the spriggans who had once been their jailers.

      Stafford placed a hand on my shoulder and gave me a gentle shake. “We had better tell Master Jesper.”

      I nodded. “Fyri, can you take us back?”

      “Are you going to apply to become Magnar’s champion?” she asked.

      “No. Why?”

      “Do you think I’m a coward for thinking we need sleeping dragons to fight the spriggans?”

      “You’re sensible. I doubt that King Magnar even has a plan for defeating them.”

      “But I feel like I’m letting him down. One blast of my flames should be able to kill them.”

      I patted her on the side of the neck. “Believe me, you’re not. They’ve had centuries to work out ways to outsmart dragons. Come on, let’s go.”

      She leaped off the platform and spread her wings. Everyone else seemed to want to wait around to hear more words of wisdom from their new King. Bile rose to the back of my throat. I had imagined him persuading a group of dragons to join his cause, but I’d never imagined he would steal Mount Fornax out from under the dragons.

      “Wow… I can’t believe it,” muttered Stafford. “He’s our ruler now? What about Auntie Rilla?”

      I shook my head. All my words died in my throat. If Master Jesper couldn’t produce the antidote, King Magnar would lead the dragons into a trap, and the spriggans would force them to release the Forgotten King. I shuddered at the thought of the monstrous baby-headed warrior who had captured Fogo and Fyrian at the border.

      “Stop thinking about him,” said Fyrian.

      “Sorry.”

      I put more effort into picturing clouds covering the moon and recalled the incident at the border. The spriggan and King Magnar’s soldiers had shot fireworks at us that created a dragon-proof, magic-absorbing net that blocked a purple dragon’s teleportation. How many other tricks did the spriggans have? As I reminded Fyrian, the one we’d met had boasted about spending the past few centuries formulating ways to control dragons.

      After passing the Great Lake, Fyrian swooped down on the lawn in front of the Healer’s Academy. Stafford and I rushed through the empty hallways, passing wards of slumbering witches. Everyone was probably still at King Magnar’s unexpected coronation. We bounded down the stairs and flung open the door.

      “Master Jesper!”

      The troll straightened from where it bent over Mr. Bacon’s covered form. “Cadets Perrault and Bluford. Whatever is the matter?”

      “You’ll never guess,” cried Stafford. “Master Fosco just declared Mount Fornax a territory of the Savannah Empire with King Magnar as its ruler.”

      Master Jesper tapped its lip. “What an interesting turn of events.”

      I snarled. Didn’t the troll understand? Yesterday, it was lamenting that the situation was its fault and promising to fix things, and now it acted as though current calamities weren’t matters that required our urgent attention. I crossed the room, hands shaking with the urge to shake Master Jesper by the cloak.

      “Can’t you see?” I said in my calmest voice. “He’s recruiting dragons to reclaim his kingdom, but the Savannah empire is riddled with spriggans!”

      Stafford waved his arms. “They’ll capture all the dragons!”

      Master Jesper furrowed its brow. “Are you sure of this?”

      “Yes. They need dragons to free their master.”

      Master Jesper shook its head and bustled to the table, where a flask bubbled over an open flame. It picked up a pencil-sized staff from a rack and levitated the contents of the flask to a small cauldron. “Thank you for keeping me informed, but I have orders to modify my antidote for the witches.”

      “Wait!” I cried. “What about the dragons? Because of your assistant’s loyalty elixir, they’ve handed everything they own to King Magnar and are about to sacrifice their freedom.”

      “I’m no closer to creating an antidote than I was a few days ago.”

      “Have you tried asking Mr. Bacon again?”

      “I was about to administer a sleeping elixir, but we can wake him and check on his memory,” replied Master Jesper.

      Stafford and I walked around the large table to the cot where Mr. Bacon lay. Someone had covered him in white bandages, which was a lot less gruesome than the black sheet. I glanced at General Thornicroft who slept on the other side of the room, still in his healing coma.

      “How long will the General last like that?” I asked.

      “As long as my magic holds, he should be good for another few days.”

      I gulped. “Will you be able to revive the witches by then?”

      Master Jesper sighed. “I do hope so. Madam Evolene experimented with different quantities of elements. If we had a purer source of gold than King Midas pears, we might produce a stronger elixir, but—”

      “What about gold crowns?”

      “I beg your pardon?” asked the troll.

      “If I gave you gold crowns, would that help?”

      Master Jesper rubbed its head. “No. The spells on the currency come from the royal mint, making the metal impossible to melt.”

      Stafford patted me on the shoulder. “It was worth a try.”

      Master Jesper pointed its miniature staff in the center Mr. Bacon’s forehead. The human gasped, and his eyes snapped open, revealing two silver orbs.

      “Are those prosthetics?” I asked.

      “Medicine balls. It’s the most effective way to keep him in a constant supply of healing elixirs.”

      “Right.” I gestured at the prone alchemist. “Ask him.”

      Mr. Bacon groaned. “Jesper?”

      “I’m here, Henri.” Master Jesper knelt at his assistant’s bedside and held his hand. “Is your memory any clearer?”

      “We are supposed to go to Steppe in few days.”

      My heart flipped, and I nudged Stafford in the arm. If he’d only lost a week of memory, then he would already know about the elixir.

      “We are in Steppe now, my friend. Your plan to recruit the dragons backfired, and now it looks like they will be handed to the spriggans in a futile war.”

      Mr. Bacon jerked forward. “No! That cannot happen. The dragons are the key to defeating the spriggans… and the boy.”

      I wrinkled my nose. Perhaps he meant to say that King Magnar had some information on the spriggans’ weaknesses.

      “Well, thanks to your loyalty elixir, young King Magnar has taken rulership of the dragons and is about to lead them into Savannah.”

      Mr. Bacon groaned. “And the boy?”

      “To which boy do you refer?” asked Master Jesper.

      “Queen Cendrilla’s… the one rumored to be a cadet here. His power is the key.”

      My throat dried. Mr. Bacon was referring to me. I had to know why he thought I was the key to defeating the spriggans and if that was why he had tried to take my life-force and magic.

      Master Jesper raised its hand. “Time is running out. We need to undo the loyalty elixir, but the librarian has absconded with its formula. What do you remember of its ingredients?”

      “Quicksilver, lapis solaris, parched earth, liquid aether, dragon venom, aqua fortis, heart salts, sweet vitriol, fulminating silver, wolfram… distilled gold.”

      Master Jesper glanced at the leather book. “Your loyalty elixir has twelve items, and you have only mentioned eleven. What is the last ingredient?”

      “I… I cannot remember,” Mr. Bacon whispered. “B-but the librarian’s brother is the lighthouse keeper in Westeport. Maybe he can tell you.”

      My hands curled into fists. “If you want us to help Savannah and your precious King Calder, you’d better speak up!”

      Mr. Bacon didn’t respond.

      Master Jesper shook its head. “In another day, he might remember.”

      I stepped back. “It might be too late by then!”

      “Remember, Mount Fornax is still under quarantine. No one will get in or out of the wards without the authorization of the Magical Militia.”

      “Jesper doesn’t know about the tunnel, does it?” asked Fyrian.

      “We can use it to send a note.” I turned to Mr. Bacon. “Could you write a letter to the librarian’s brother explaining what’s happened, and ask him for the final ingredient?”

      “O-of course.”

      While Master Jesper guided its assistant to write the letter, I penned my own letter to Oliveri, the palace butler. Of all the people I knew, he would be best placed to direct my plea for help.

      “Have you seen any dragonets around?” I asked.

      Stafford lifted his head from a scroll. “Dragonets won’t get through the wards.”

      “They will if we direct them through the Dead Wood.”

      “It’s no use,” said Fyrian. “They’re all still resting from the plague.”

      My shoulders sagged. “The only other way to get help is by traveling to the capital ourselves.”

      “How long will that take by land?” asked Stafford.

      “That depends on if we can find a fast horse and if we don’t get attacked by wild animals or bandits on the way.”

      Stafford fell silent. Everyone knew it was a gamble to travel through the drylands in a pair. Even full-blooded ogres didn’t take the risk. With our mage weapons, we might stand a chance, but I hadn’t yet tested my bond with Fyrian over a long distance.

      He scratched at his temple. “Could you get a rapier red to sneak down into the tunnel?”

      I shook my head. “They’re too big, and they might tell someone what we’re doing.”

      “Right. You-know-who might think you’re trying to escape your obligation.”

      “As if I could,” I muttered.

      “I’ll take you to the Dead Wood.” Fyrian sent an image of herself landing on the lawn outside the Healer’s Academy building. “If there’s a way to defeat the spriggans without having to wake the sleeping dragons, we should try that first.”

      “Actually, could you take us to the alchemists’ wagons instead? I have a better idea, but I need to speak to the glacier wolves, first.”
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      Armed with two scrolls, Stafford and I flew on Fyrian’s back over the terraces and to the east, where the alchemists had parked their wagons. Bright rays of afternoon sun streamed through the gaps in the clouds, making patches of greenery below us shine like emeralds. We needed to persuade a glacier wolf to help us deliver our mail. They were fast, intelligent, and ferocious enough to scare away even the most hardened of bandits.

      Fyrian swooped down to a meadow and landed close to the patch where the wolves lounged. Their brilliant, white fur made a stark contrast to the burst of yellow and reds of the wildflowers growing within the grass. One of the wolves raised its head for a second and lowered it, as though not seeing us as a threat.

      Beyond the pack, a wolf ran around a grove of trees. Its tongue lolled out of the side of its mouth, and it seemed to chase an invisible friend. Every so often, the creature would glance up into the branches where a small, violet figure would dart to another tree.

      I squinted. “It’s the dragonet who got turned into a cat!”

      “Where?” Stafford placed his hand over his brow.

      I pointed at the trees. “There. In the branches.”

      After a moment, Stafford chuckled.

      “Does it have a name?” I asked Fyrian.

      “We don’t get a name or gender until we’ve left the dragonet stage,” said Fyrian.

      “I didn’t know that.”

      She gave me a mental shrug. “With all that’s happened, classes have been disrupted quite a bit since the beginning of term. It’s not surprising you lot are all behind.”

      We slid down off her back and stood in the thigh-high meadow. So far, none of the wolves raised their heads. I wasn’t expecting trouble, as I’d told them days before that we were friends of Master Jesper.

      “I’ll stare them down, so they’ll know not to mess with you,” said Fyrian.

      “Thanks.”

      “Are you sure about this?” whispered Stafford. “It’s one thing to ask them to pull a carriage. They might take offense at being ridden like horses.”

      “They can always say no,” I whispered back. “Besides, Fyri’s watching out for us. Don’t worry.”

      “She can’t watch us when we’re underground or outside the wards,” he muttered.

      I raised my palms to eye level and set them alight. “We’re not exactly without defenses. And we’ve got swords.”

      Stafford stood straighter. “All right. Who do we speak to?”

      One of the wolves raised its head and sat on its haunches. It was the one who had growled at us last time.

      “That’s probably the alpha,” said Fyrian. “He has a stronger scent than the others.”

      I nodded. “Right.”

      With a burst of sound and movement, the violet cat flew down from the trees, making a strange chittering purr. Half the wolves raised their heads to watch the cat, and the other half kept their gazes on the stare-down between their alpha and me.

      I cleared my throat. “Remember us? We’re friends of Master Jesper… and, er… we need transportation through the Dead Wood and out of the wards.”

      For a moment, the alpha didn’t move. I wondered if he was too busy imagining us as lumps of tasty meat.

      “Master Jesper gave us lupine pellets,” said Stafford.

      The alpha’s ears pricked up, and he raised himself off his haunches.

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. It might have been my imagination, but the sunlight around us dimmed. The alpha stood over six-and-a-half-feet tall, with fur the white of candle flames. With the most deliberate of movements, he stalked toward us, never taking his gaze off mine. Every bone in my ribcage rattled with the pounding of my heart, but I stood strong. Even though in all the time we’d been standing in front of him, the alpha wolf had never once looked at Fyrian.

      “He knows I’m here,” she said.

      I didn’t dare avert my gaze to check on Stafford in case the alpha took that moment to pounce.

      Claws landed on my shoulder, followed by a mass of purring fur. I couldn’t help but jump. “Oh!”

      The alpha paused.

      “He thinks I’m going to flame him,” said Fyrian.

      “It’s all right,” I said to the wolf. “I was startled by the cat. Please come closer.”

      Moments later, the alpha wolf crossed the meadow and sat in front of us.

      I told the wolf where we needed to go, explaining that we believed the librarian had taken the twelfth wolf out of the wards via that route. The alpha seemed to follow everything I said, and I tried not to speculate on whether Master Jesper had trapped the spirits of the witches whose magic he had drained into the wolves. “Will you be able to take us both?”

      The alpha nodded and lowered himself onto his belly.

      Stafford rubbed his palms on the sides of his breeches and gave the wolf a curt bow. “Right, then, I’ll go first. Excuse me.” He grabbed a handful of fur and hoisted himself onto the wolf’s back. After settling himself, he offered his hand. “Come on, then.”

      The flying cat leaped off my shoulder and circled above.

      I clasped Stafford’s hand, and he pulled me up to sit in front. Just then, an idea dropped into my head. One that would help me avoid a dangerous journey to the capital.

      I tilted my head up to the flying cat. “You were a messenger dragonet before your accident, weren’t you?”

      “Meow!” Its fur puffed out, making its ends shine bright magenta in the sunlight.

      “You’ve offended it,” Fyrian snapped. “Can’t you remember it got cursed trying to deliver a letter?”

      I raised my hand. “Sorry. Of course, you’re still a messenger dragonet. I just wanted to know if you were on duty.”

      “I already asked, and it says it will go to the palace for you,” said Fyrian.

      “Brilliant! I’ll escort it to the wards.”

      I directed the alpha around the mountain to the Dead Wood. He raced under its canopy, sending up clouds of dried leaf litter with each movement of his mighty paws. Instead of entering the secret passageway via the thick tree trunk and squeezing himself down the stairs, the alpha leaped over a broken tree.

      For a moment, it seemed like we were suspended in mid-air.

      My breath caught. Stafford and I held onto each other and his fur. After several heartbeats, everything went dark and the alpha landed on what felt like a downward slope.

      “What’s this?” asked Stafford.

      I pushed a flame through my index finger. “Another secret entrance, I think.”

      “I’ll fly around the grounds for a bit,” said Fyrian. “Call when you’re ready.”

      “All right.”

      The same cool, damp scent surrounded us from the time I had explored the underground tunnel with Niger, except wind blew through my hair from the speed of the alpha’s galloping. Claws and a warm body landed on my shoulder, and I gave the cat a pat on the back.

      On wolf back, the journey to the end of the wards took much longer than anticipated. Occasionally, the cat would fly ahead and illuminate the passageway with a plume of flames. About half an hour later and several feet up ahead, light streamed into the tunnel and the slope turned upwards.

      The wolf stopped just before the light, and the flying cat landed on my shoulder. I tucked the scrolls into its little harness. “Go to the palace first. The butler will take the letter addressed to him. Then take the other letter to the lighthouse keeper.”

      With a happy purr, the cat flew out through the exit.

      “Fyri, can you see the cat?” I asked.

      “Beyond the wards, yes.”

      “Thanks.” I blew out a breath of relief. “For a moment, I thought the Magical Militia’s quarantine wards would block it. They must have just placed them over the Mount Fornax wards.”

      I turned to Stafford. “The cat made it.”

      “Brilliant!” His relieved chuckle made me smile. “Let’s get something to eat.”
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        * * *

      

      We went straight to the mess hall for an early dinner. The place was jammed with warriors crowding around the new head table, where King Magnar sat with the dragon masters. The scent of roasted meat filled the air, making my stomach growl.

      Before I could glimpse at what the chefs were cooking on the spit, Stafford elbowed me in the ribs. “Niger and Evolene are over there.”

      I turned to find Evolene at our corner table. Although Niger sat a respectable four seats away, they were deep in conversation. “Let’s see what they’ve found out.”

      As we approached them a voice on the left said, “Mutton and ale stew?” Eyepatch stood behind his usual table, holding aloft a ladle. He lowered his voice. “And can anybody tell me why everyone’s fawning over the one who stole the dragon eggs?”

      I sucked in a breath. Eyepatch hadn’t succumbed to the plague, so he wasn’t under the influence of any loyalty elixirs! “If you can get yourself to the laboratory in the basement of the Healer’s Academy, we can give you answers.”

      His eyes widened. “A-all right. How about some mutton and ale stew, then?”

      “Yes, please.” I picked up a bowl.

      “I’ll have some as well, please,” whispered Stafford.

      Eyepatch dished out two generous servings and sent us on our way. We joined Niger and Evolene, who chatted about what they referred to as the eleven ingredients plus the missing twelfth. Stafford and I exchanged a knowing look. Mr. Bacon had mentioned that number of ingredients for the antidote to the loyalty elixir.

      Evolene shrugged. “M-master Jesper says it would take an entire mountain of King Midas pear trees to produce enough distilled gold.”

      A hot glare landed on my back. I turned around to meet King Magnar’s malevolent stare. It was made even worse by the new crown Master Fosco had placed on his head. The wretched thing glinted in the gaslights, mingling prettily with his short, gold hair.

      My eyes widened. Gold! Then my lips curved into a smile. “Everyone, stop for a minute… I think I know where we’re going to get that ingredient.”

      With so many warriors in the mess hall gazing at their elixir-induced hero and with King Magnar casting me vicious glances throughout the meal, I didn’t dare tell anyone of my plan to steal his new crown and use the gold for the loyalty elixir’s antidote. Not in a room full of half-ogres who could hear a whispered conversation over the raucous cheering.

      “Where?” asked Stafford.

      King Magnar leaned to Master Fosco and said something that caused the dragon master to narrow his eyes at me.

      “Let’s meet somewhere out of the way for lunch tomorrow.” I wolfed down my mutton stew and left before King Magnar decided to summon me to his table.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning’s first lesson was History of Dragons. Without the apprentice witches to raise the tone, the lecture theater was as unruly as the mess hall. The rider cadets sitting behind us shouted at the healer cadets in front, who threw balled parchment at the tamer cadets. I rested my head on my hand, tuned everyone out, and stared into the cave beyond the room’s transparent wall.

      Around the ultramarine pool, purple and blue dragonets slumbered on rocks, their little bodies curled into balls. Morning sunlight reflected off the surface of the water, casting shimmering reflections on their scales.

      The slamming of a door broke me out of my haze, and I raised my head to watch Master Roopal walk down the steps. Even though he was thin and wore simple, home-spun attire, he commanded the silence and attention of every single cadet. Perhaps everyone except me had already known that the masters were dragons underneath their human appearances.

      Master Roopal stopped in front of a blackboard. “It is not every day that I deviate from the curriculum, but we are currently living through the most significant era within the history of dragonkind.”

      Excited chatter broke out across the room. On my left, Stafford groaned, but Rufus, who sat on my right, straightened. I clenched my teeth. He was probably about to explain the politics of Mount Fornax breaking away from Steppe and becoming a territory of the Savannah Empire.

      The dragon master raised a palm, silencing the room. “Yes, I am talking about our beloved leader, King Magnar.”

      What followed was a version of recent events so deluded, I wanted to spit. According to Master Roopal’s elixir-addled mind, King Magnar foiled the spriggans’ plot to steal the dragon eggs by hiding them away and luring them into a trap to get roasted by a sleeping dragon.

      “I was at that fight!” cried Fyrian. “We just got in the way, didn’t we?”

      Clenching my teeth, I squeezed my eyes shut. Hearing Master Roopal’s lecture was bad enough, but Fyrian’s reactions just made me want to squeeze King Magnar’s neck until his eyes popped out of his head. Something sharp and magical lanced me through the heart, and I doubled over.

      “Wretched damsel denial!” I snarled into our bond.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      With tears in his eyes, Master Roopal explained that the spriggans had captured and tortured King Magnar for having defied them. Then he described his daring escape on the back of a camelops where he arrived in Mount Fornax half-dead but alive enough to impart the spriggans’ plans to resurrect their master.

      When he reached the part about the alchemists, I closed my bond and stopped listening. There was only so much a person could stand, and I had reached my limit. I turned to Stafford, whose eyes glazed. Apparently, he was also trying to tune the lecture out.

      “Those of you who are competing to become His Majesty’s Sky Commander raise your hands. You are exempt from the assignment.”

      My hand shot up, as did Stafford’s.

      Master Roopal gave us an understanding nod. “Very well. The rest of you, please complete an essay titled, ‘How King Magnar liberated—”

      “Sir!” A man dressed in the same kind of linen tunic as Master Roopal jogged down the stairs, holding a scroll. “I have a message most urgent.”

      “I suppose these males are replacing messenger dragonets. What does that uniform mean?”

      “That’s one of the civilians who work here,” Fyrian answered.

      The man handed over the scroll, which unrolled itself the minute it touched Master Roopal’s hand.

      “I see…” He glanced up. “Cadet Bluford, you are wanted in Master Fosco’s office.”

      My brows rose. “What for?”

      “Hurry along, and you will find out.”

      My stomach formed a hard knot, making me wince. Had King Magnar found someone to make the wedding dress, dragon flower bouquet, and lightning sword already?

      Master Roopal pursed his lips. “You are holding up the rest of the lecture.”

      “Y-you’re staying?”

      “Of course, child.” He waved his right hand. “Off you go.”

      The knot in my stomach unfurled, and I exhaled a relieved breath. If Master Roopal was continuing the class, it meant I wasn’t about to be ambushed into a marriage. After gathering my writing things, I followed the messenger out of the door and walked through the hallways toward the reception area.

      A couple of passing warriors glanced my way but didn’t comment. They probably remembered me from my duel with King Magnar.

      Father’s muffled shouts carried down the hallway. My heart leaped. If he was well enough to shout, he hadn’t been critically injured during his duels. And if he was communicating through the palace’s mirror, he had won enough duels to retain his position as the Prince Regent. I couldn’t hear exactly what he was saying, but the fury in his voice wasn’t a good sign.

      In the past few days, someone had cleared all signs of the explosion, fixing the broken skylights and charred walls and floors. Behind the long reception desk sat a ginger-bearded human with prominent eyes, clad in a homespun tunic. Evolene’s replacement, I supposed.

      He gave me a nod of acknowledgment. “They are expecting you inside, Cadet.”

      “Yes…” I swallowed hard, staring at Master Fosco’s door. It was probably my imagination, but the wood seemed to tremble with the force of Father’s ranting. “Thanks.”

      I knocked and pushed the door open. King Magnar sat behind Master Fosco’s desk with his nose in the air, reading a parchment. His turquoise eyes flickered to me. “Here’s the subject of our discussion. Step inside, Cadet.”

      With one last glance at the eavesdropping receptionist, I stepped inside and let the door close behind me. Father stood close to the golden communication mirror. Apart from his blue beard being cropped close to his chin, he appeared the same as usual. Bandages peeped out from the collar of his blue, ceremonial jacket, and my heart sank.

      “You can and you will,” Father snarled.

      “Must I repeat myself, Prince Regent?” drawled King Magnar. “You offered the girl to me with a more than generous dowry. At any time during my stay in Steppe, you could have rescinded your offer, but you did not. Not only have I accepted her offer, but now, magic backs my claim to her hand.”

      Several feet behind Father sat the Witch General and the Magistratus at the desk in Aunt Cendrilla’s study. Oliveri stood by the wall. I clasped my hands and walked towards them.

      “Alba.” Father’s eyes flashed. “Has he mistreated you?”

      “He’s left me alone, mostly.”

      King Magnar sniffed. “Mostly? I’ve been a perfect gentleman. Haven’t I given you the freedom and discretion to run around Mount Fornax as a boy?”

      “Did you read about what he did?” I turned to Father and the others. “He’s turned Mount Fornax into his own kingdom!”

      King Magnar rolled up his parchment, leaned forward and steepled his fingers. “Master Fosco and his Council of Dragons decided they would be better off under my leadership.”

      “And he’s sending the dragons to war!” I added.

      “On the spriggans who have taken Savannah,” added King Magnar. “Steppe is perfectly safe.”

      “For how long?” I spat.

      King Magnar stood. “I have no intentions of invading Steppe. My marriage to Princess Alba will strengthen the bond of friendship between our countries. Even though she was awarded to me by magic, I am more than happy to pay reparations for my past actions and a generous bride price.”

      The Magistratus leaned forward and hummed. “King Magnar makes a generous offer, and I believe the marriage will create a beneficial alliance between our nations.”

      “What?” I shouted.

      “He must hold you in high regard, child.”

      “He doesn’t,” I muttered.

      “Prince Regent, Witch General, Magistratus.” King Magnar strolled around the table and stood by my side. “My heart is set on only one woman. Over the few days I have known her, I have been impressed with her intelligence, poise, and fighting spirit.”

      “And my fairy blood,” I muttered.

      “What was that?” snarled Father.

      “He just wants to marry me so I can fight spriggans on his behalf.”

      The Witch General leaned across the table. “I appreciate your reluctance to marry, but I don’t understand why you would object to fighting for King Magnar when you have joined two military institutions.”

      My lips parted, but no sound came out. It was like she had pulled back my veil of outrage and found me hypocritical.

      “Remember when you agreed to fight any threats against Mount Fornax?” said Fyrian. “That includes spriggans. What difference would it make if you fought them to protect Mount Fornax or Savannah?”

      She was right. The spriggans and Forgotten King were a threat to everyone. But that didn’t mean I had to marry King Magnar. I ground my teeth, trying to form a counter-argument.

      King Magnar sighed. “I had your approval to this union when you sent her portrait and generous dowry. This part of the discussion is over.”

      “I agree with King Magnar,” said the Magistratus. “He and young Princess Alba appear to have compatible temperaments. I believe theirs will be a long and successful union.”

      Father slammed his fists on the table. “I will not tolerate this!”

      “Look to yourself, Prince Regent,” said the old ogre. “How many times did Queen Cendrilla refuse you until she relented?”

      “That was different,” he muttered.

      “I think not.” The Magistratus’ words were as sharp as the horns protruding on the sides of his head. “King Magnar has little in wealth or status to gain from this union, yet he is willing to pay handsomely for a hand he has already been offered through legitimate channels and won by magic.”

      I shot the Witch General a helpless look. She raised a shoulder as if to say my plight was nothing to do with her. I balled my fists. Hadn’t Aunt Cendrilla said she had married off all her female relatives except the Witch General? She probably didn’t want to be lumbered with King Magnar as a husband and was willing to sacrifice my freedom for hers.

      Father’s face twisted. His nostrils flared. Then his features calmed, and he glowered at King Magnar. “I hear that you are an excellent swordsman. Before the wedding is consummated, you will honor me with a duel.”

      My hands flew to my chest. The damsel denial’s magic only stopped people from preventing the marriage. Once I had become King Magnar’s wife, Father would be free to kill him. From the wicked glint in his eye and the way his fingers brushed the hilt of the Sword of Lightning, I could tell he would relish putting an end to King Magnar.

      King Magnar grinned. “I accept on the condition that the Witch General lowers the quarantine wards around Mount Fornax.”

      I stepped forward and raised my hand. “King Magnar needs to supply me with three items before the wedding can even take place.”

      King Magnar scoffed. “Princess Alba may have her fripperies. I will produce them soon enough.”

      My stomach dropped. I hoped the lightning sword would be more time-consuming to produce, otherwise this wedding, and the removal of the wards, might take place before Master Jesper produced the antidote.

      “What say you?” said King Magnar. “Will you release the quarantine wards?”

      The Witch General frowned. “Have the witches recovered?”

      “That entire plague was the fabrication of rogue alchemists. There was no outbreak,” replied King Magnar. “Master Jesper is formulating an antidote to their poison.”

      She spread her hands. “I have no objections.”

      “Neither do I,” added the Magistratus. “As soon as you regain your throne, we expect reparations for the damage you and your accursed fairy artifacts did to the country.”

      King Magnar straightened. “My Queen will see to it personally.”

      “Good!”

      He tapped the rolled parchment to his lips and smiled. “Then I look forward to calling you ‘Father,’ Prince Regent.”

      I clamped my lips together and flared my nostrils. Father’s expression was the same.

      Master Fosco turned off the mirror’s magic, and the image of Aunt Cendrilla atop Fogo returned to the frame.

      Triumph glittered in King Magnar’s eyes. “The first round of the tournament starts in an hour. Would you care to accompany me?”

      My gaze caught the frayed edge of the parchment. It looked like it had been torn out of a larger volume… like the leather tome.

      I refused his offer, trying not to let my lips quirk into a smile.

      I’d just found another thing to steal from King Magnar.
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      As I walked out of Master Fosco’s office, King Magnar hurried ahead to open the door. The wretch probably thought a gentlemanly action could make up for forcing me to marry him against my will. I snatched the handle, pulled the door open, and stepped out into the reception area.

      Evolene stood at the far end of her former desk, clutching a basket. She rounded her shoulders, trying to look small.

      “What are you doing here?” asked King Magnar in his haughtiest voice.

      “She’s my friend,” I snarled.

      “I-I thought we could have lunch together outside instead of the mess hall,” she replied.

      My gaze flickered to the contents of her basket. She had expanded its interior and piled enough food to feed a dragon. That’s when I remembered that I’d arranged to meet her, Stafford, and Rufus for lunch the night before. “There’s nothing wrong with two friends sharing a meal. You don’t have to explain yourself.”

      King Magnar huffed but remained silent.

      Keeping my back straight, I walked across the reception area and ushered Evolene through the door and into the hallway the homunculi had exploded. Just before the door swung shut, I turned to give King Magnar a withering stare. He and Master Fosco stood side-by-side, their gazes fixed on us.

      Evolene murmured, “Fyrian wasn’t in her stall when I passed. Can you call her?”

      “All right,” I replied. “Hey, Fyri, are you close?”

      “With the rabbit rex. I didn’t want to interrupt your negotiations with Magnar. Are you going to marry him, then?”

      “Not until he finds the three items I need for the wedding. Can you meet us at your stall?”

      “I’ll be there in a minute,” she replied.

      I opened the door to the terrace, and Evolene stepped out. A cool breeze cut through the noon heat, and I sucked in lungfuls of air. Whatever Master Jesper had done to the weathervane had adjusted the wind to a more pleasant temperature.

      “Thanks for organizing this,” I said.

      “It’s nice to have a break from the laboratory. Master Jesper and I are still struggling to get the witches’ antidote right.”

      “What’s holding him up?”

      She shrugged. “Getting the right quality of ingredients.”

      “Aaah.” A lack of gold, most likely. We would talk about that later.

      I continued along the terrace, chatting with her about what she had learned under Master Jesper’s tutelage. Evolene mostly talked about the troll’s kind, patient nature, and the way it took the time to explain things to her. Although her cheeks pinked with enthusiasm, I couldn’t help but wonder how difficult it was for her to learn magic on her own with a horrible father who expected her to help him commit crimes.

      Just as we reached Fyrian’s section of grass-covered terrace, she drifted down from the skies, landed in her stall, and turned around.

      “Thanks.” I climbed up her forearm and took Evolene’s proffered basket and secured its handle on one of Fyrian’s spine ridges. Then I leaned over and helped Evolene up.

      Once Evolene had settled, Fyrian launched herself off the side of the terrace.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Fyrian wants directions,” I said to Evolene.

      “There’s a poppy field beyond the lightning tree. Niger, Stafford and Flavo Fumi will be there.”

      “I’ll look out for Flavo. His yellow scales are difficult to miss.” Fyrian dipped her wing and turned north-eastwards.

      I raised my head to the cloudless sky, enjoying the breeze sweeping through my hair. No matter how many times I rode Fyrian, it was always a delight to soar above the concerns of the surface world. Up in the skies, it was just me, her, and whichever good friend I’d invited for the ride.

      Evolene leaned against me and sighed. “Everyone’s so tense about the witches.”

      “King Magnar probably needs them for his war.”

      “He’s used to battling with two of his sisters at his side.”

      “I’ll bet it’s the two who fought us at the border.”

      Evolene hummed.

      We soon passed the giant sequoia with the burnt-out insides. Power sparked from within the broken trunk, making its innards appear to writhe. Deep grooves pitted the surrounding lawn from the explosions we had escaped. Hopefully, now that the librarian had escaped Mount Fornax territory, we would not encounter any more murderous homunculi.

      Fyrian passed a patch of giant dandelions and swooped down to a sun-drenched poppy field with flowers the size of parasols. Its sweet, citrusy scent wafted up from below, making the muscles around my shoulders relax.

      “Won’t we get into trouble for letting dragons rest on crops?” I asked.

      “They’ll return to normal as soon as they’re watered,” replied Evolene. “Something about the lightning tree makes the flowers around here extra resilient.”

      Fyrian landed opposite a large, yellow dragon lounging within the stalks.

      Stafford rushed out from behind the yellow dragon and helped Evolene and her basket down. Niger strolled over and grinned.

      I smiled back and slid down Fyrian’s side.

      Niger caught me around the waist. “You said you had a plan.”

      A flush surged across my cheeks. I dipped my head, and a strangled noise caught in my throat. Stafford and Evolene had to have seen everything! It was only when he let go and stepped back that I raised my head. Sure enough, I met two pairs of rounded eyes.

      “Um…” I stepped away from Niger. “Yes. Mr. Bacon told us eleven ingredients for the antidote. He said he can’t remember the last one, but the most difficult one to get was gold.”

      “Our best source of gold got burned down by the alchemists,” muttered Niger.

      Evolene placed her basket on the ground and pointed her staff. With a flash of white light, it transformed into a low, wicker table with place settings for four, and four, thick cushions. A roasted goose, two ostrich legs, and a grilled trout lay in the middle of the table, surrounded by roasted vegetables and a glazed, pear pie. She’d even brought a small barrel of ale and a flagon of juice.

      I gaped. “Did you get this from Eyepatch?”

      She blinked. “Eye… You mean Mr. Cobbs?”

      Stafford and I shared guilty looks. We had been referring to him as eyepatch all this time without bothering to ask his name. I rubbed the back of my neck. “Err… Yes. Did he make it?”

      “He visited the laboratory last night to speak to Master Jesper. He said he knew we were meeting somewhere for lunch and offered to make a picnic.”

      “Good old Cobbs.” Niger chuckled. “What a feast!”

      We all rounded the table and took our seats. Evolene sat next to Stafford, and I sat opposite Stafford and next to Niger. Whatever enchantment Evolene had performed on the basket had preserved the heat and aromas of our little banquet, making everything mouthwateringly appetizing.

      I glanced up. Behind Stafford and Evolene, Fyrian lounged sphinx-like on the poppies opposite Niger’s dragon. “Fyri?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why don’t you get something to eat, too?”

      Her tongue darted out between her teeth. “I haven’t had a rabbit rex in a while. Neither has Flavo.”

      I smiled up at her. “Go ahead. I don’t want you two feeling hungry while we’re eating.”

      While the two dragons rose and took to the skies, I imagined clouds over a moonlit sky. As much as I trusted Fyrian, I didn’t know Flavo, and I also had no idea what kind of effect the loyalty elixir would have on a dragon’s behavior. It was too risky to let them know we planned on stealing from King Magnar.

      Niger watched after them. “Where are they going?”

      “I didn’t want to put them in an awkward position, so I suggested they left to get some food.”

      With a nod of approval, he placed an ostrich leg on his platter. “Getting gold is all very well, but what about the last ingredient?”

      “If Mr. Bacon can’t remember it, we’re finished.” Stafford cut himself a large portion of goose.

      I grabbed a freshly-baked roll, broke it in half with my hands, and spread a generous serving of butter, which melted into the soft, warm bread. “Actually, I might know who tore out the antidote from the book.”

      Everybody stopped eating and stared, but it was Niger who spoke first. “King Magnar.”

      I poured myself a goblet of pear juice. “While you lot were out fighting the weathervane, I traveled in King Magnar’s wagon part-way to the mountain.”

      Niger shot me a quizzical look. “Why part-way?”

      “I saw Stafford and jumped out to ride with him.” I raised a shoulder. “Anyway, we left him to ride up ahead, while Stafford and I took the long route to the Healer’s Academy building.”

      “Why not the Reception Road?”

      “What’s that?” asked Stafford.

      Evolene set down her goblet. “It’s an enchanted route up the mountain that avoids the terraces.”

      “We didn’t know about that at the time,” I said.

      Stafford muttered into his ale. “I still don’t know about it.”

      Niger stroked his beard. “You think King Magnar went to the alchemists’ wagon and tore out the antidote?”

      “He had a massive head start on us.” I counted off my reasons on my fingers. “He knew about the loyalty elixir and was the alchemists’ prisoner, he has the most to gain from keeping the dragons loyal, and I saw him carrying a piece of parchment with a torn edge.”

      Evolene straightened. “I noticed that, too!”

      I paused, waiting for the damsel denial to strike me down, but all I felt was the tiniest of twinges. Perhaps even the magic disapproved of his underhanded ways.

      Stafford shook his head. “I’m not surprised he would try something like that, but it’s a stupid risk, considering you’ll beat him.”

      My entire chest expanded, and a warm feeling spread up to my face. “I’m not sure about that.”

      “How many times have you stopped someone’s plans against Mount Fornax. Two? Three?” asked Niger.

      “Four,” said Stafford.

      I glanced at Evolene, hoping she wasn’t still sore about the time her father tried to abduct me. She was too busy gazing at Stafford’s profile to notice what he had said.

      “So, we steal the antidote from King Magnar,” said Niger. “What about the gold?”

      “That crown Master Fosco gave him in the Drogott Arena looked chunky enough,” I said. “We’re going to steal it as well.”

      Stafford whistled and cut a large piece of goose.

      Niger snickered. “The best time to do anything and not get caught is during a duel or a drogott match.”

      My mind went back to the chaos of my duel. The room had been filled with warriors all intent to watch a good fight. Anyone could have snuck in, stolen any items they desired and left without being noticed.

      I sliced myself a portion of trout and added a serving of rosemary butter and roasted vegetables. “The chances of a duel happening while everyone’s distracted by the elixir are slim.”

      “W-why not sneak into his bedroom and take it while he’s sleeping?” asked Evolene.

      Niger shook his head. “My brothers are in the King’s Guard. There is no way we can get through two-dozen elite warriors.”

      “Especially when they have nothing to do but listen out for strange noises,” I muttered. “We have to steal the gold when everyone is preoccupied.”

      “The mess hall is out of the question. Everyone stares at him there.”

      We ate in silence for a while. Each mouthful was an explosion of intense flavors and textures. I paused and stared out at the sky. I’d eaten Eyepatch’s cooking nearly every day since coming to Mount Fornax, but it had never tasted this good. Perhaps the fresh air and lack of proximity to King Magnar made the difference.

      “Hmmm.” I sipped at my pear juice, which tasted more like nectar than fruit. “How about while everyone’s watching the tournament finals?”

      “How will you get to the royal box without being seen?” asked Niger.

      “I-I can do that with an invisibility charm,” said Evolene.

      Stafford puffed out his chest. “I’ll come with you if you can make me invisible, too.”

      Her cheeks pinked, and she gave him the warmest of smiles. “Thank you.”

      I gave them both a nod of approval. It was always nice to see them work well together. “Brilliant. The flying cat might be to help set up a distraction. I don’t think it’s affected by the loyalty elixir.”

      “I’ve been leaving food for it outside the Healer’s Academy,” said Evolene. “I’ll ask if it wants to help.”

      We finished the rest of the meal enjoying the silence of each other’s company. Although it was the hottest time of day, the white clouds and gentle breeze kept us at a very comfortable temperature. When everyone had eaten their fill, Evolene enchanted the table back into a basket, and we moved the cushions under the trees.

      “It’s so nice to eat in peaceful surroundings with friends,” I said.

      “The drogott team always eats together after practice,” said Niger. “But it is not as pleasant as eating with you.”

      My stomach flip-flopped. Was he referring to the three of us or just me? I stole a quick glance at Stafford and Evolene, who were too busy smiling at each other to have noticed Niger’s words.

      “You never did get the chance to teach me the game,” I murmured.

      “When we give everyone the antidote to the loyalty elixir, I will take you out to the arena to practice.”

      “Don’t you mean if?”

      He shook his head. “I may not have witnessed all your adventures, but you have the makings of a hero.”

      I glanced away. If this was going to be about how I was related to the people who had won the Great Dragon Revolution, I’d heard it before. “Are you talking about—”

      “You. Not Her Majesty, not the Prince Regent, and not your mother the sword-wielding fairy. I saw the way you fought King Magnar’s enchanted form. I was impressed even when I thought you were the disguised Prince. But now…”

      I looked up. Sincerity shone in his eyes, which made pride swell within my chest. He was probably about to say something about not expecting a Princess to be able to fight. Right now, I felt so light, so enchanted that comments like that didn’t even matter. My lips curved into a smile, and my eyelids fluttered closed.

      “Are you falling asleep?”

      “No.” I leaned against his side. “I’m just so relaxed around you.”

      He harrumphed. “I had hoped my presence would have a more vigorous effect.”

      My head dipped forward. For the first time in ages, I could sleep forever. Not even the distant thought of King Magnar and his plan to enslave me and everyone else in Mount Fornax could aggravate me.

      “Alba?” said Fyrian.

      “Hmmm?”

      “You feel like a flying dragon.”

      I chuckled. “What?”

      “What’s so funny?” asked Niger.

      “When the buoyant air in our lungs keeps our bodies light. I think you’re having a strange reaction to the poppies.”

      He wrapped an arm around my middle and whispered, “Princess?”

      “Fyrian says it’s the scent of the poppies.”

      “They just smell of earth to me,” said Niger.

      I giggled. “Really? I thought you were the one with the better nose.”

      He tilted my chin up and stared into my eyes. “You look intoxicated. Perhaps these poppies have an effect on fairies.”

      “Maybe.” The word came out more slurred than I had intended. Niger hooked his arm under my legs and stood, lifting me off the ground. “W-what are you doing?”

      “Taking you away from the poppies,” he replied.

      “Aaah.” I rested my head on his shoulder and sniffed. His scent reminded me of the moments just before a thunderstorm where the stillness would be interrupted by chaos. “All right, then.”

      As I closed my eyes, I wondered why it wasn’t him who carried me out of the burning hut and not King Magnar.

      The sooner we stole the gold and discovered the last ingredient of the antidote, the better.
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      When I opened my eyes, it was to find Evolene standing over me with a tiny staff. Gasping, I jerked back.

      “D-don’t worry. I’m only monitoring your papaver levels.”

      “Papa-what?” I blinked several times, bringing the alchemical symbols on the laboratory’s pale wall into focus.

      Master Jesper held a vial of something vinegary under my nose. “Papaver is one of the substances used to subdue dragons before surgery. In its unprocessed form, it is completely harmless to humans, ogres, and dragons, but apparently, your exact mix of species is susceptible.”

      I wrinkled my nose and sat up. “Right… Thanks for taking care of me.”

      Evolene smiled. “Niger brought you here on Flavo-Fumi.”

      “That was very nice of him.”

      She was about to say something else when the bell rang. “I-I’ll get your breakfast.”

      I shot out of the cot. “Breakfast?”

      “You stayed the entire night.” Master Jesper placed a steadying hand on my shoulder. “I had to send King Magnar, Cadets Griffon, Griffon, Bluebeard, and Perrault out so you could get some rest.”

      Any warm feelings I had from being watched over by Niger soured at the thought of being unconscious and vulnerable around King Magnar. “I’d better go to class.”

      “Stay for breakfast. You will need to line your stomach for the strengthening elixirs.”

      “All right.” I sat back on the cot.

      Soon after, Evolene emerged with a steaming bowl of porridge and a large goblet of pear juice on a tray. She set it on my lap and smiled.

      Master Jesper added a small rack containing six vials. “While the papaver has left your system, we aren’t completely sure you’re not still affected by the poppies’ lingering magical effects. Take these, and they will strengthen your body and your magic.”

      “I dislocated my shoulder earlier. Is that—”

      “Completely healed, but I took the liberty of mixing you the kind of bone-strengthening elixir I made Cendrilla when she was your age. It should give you the skeletal constitution of a half-ogre.”

      My gaze fell on the vial containing white liquid. It would probably be similar to the citrusy, chalky concoction I’d been prescribed by Healer Alabio. The next time I sparred with Gobi, he wouldn’t find me quite the fragile target.

      “Thank you.” I reached for that one first.

      After I had finished my elixirs and porridge, the flying cat padded into the laboratory and sat at my feet. I reached down and gave it a pat on the head. “Thanks for delivering the letters. Did you get hold of the lighthouse keeper?”

      It nodded.

      Before I could ask for more details, Stafford strolled in holding the remains of a breakfast roll, stuffed with an assortment of meats and cheeses. “We’d better get to class, or we’ll be late.”

      I stood. “Thanks for breakfast.”

      Outside, the morning was crisp with a thin covering of white clouds. I strolled along the path beside Stafford, letting the cool air fill my lungs and blow through my hair.

      Stafford clasped his hands behind his back and tilted his head to the skies. We passed the Great Lake, walked under the sandstone archway of the reception courtyard, and through another archway that led to the fields where General Thornicroft made us run laps. Beyond the field, Fyrian was already waiting on the sandstone cliffs alongside the red dragons. Captain Caiman’s painted red head shone in the morning sun.

      “Albert, do you think King Magnar would marry you with normal vows if you didn’t avoid him so much?”

      I froze. “What?”

      He raised his palms. “I’m not saying you should be his best friend, but if you’re sly about it and he thinks you’re not going to rebel against him, he might not force you into a vow of obedience.”

      “And if I show him an ounce of friendliness, he’ll never change his mind about letting me go.”

      “But you said he wouldn’t anyway.”

      I shook my head and stared at the ground. “There’s a part of me still hoping he’ll have enough dignity not to marry someone he despises.”

      Stafford didn’t say anything in reply.

      “What?”

      “Last night, when you were brought unconscious into the Healer’s Academy Building, he was really worried. He even left the tournament early to see that you were all right.”

      “That’s because he needs me well enough to defeat the spriggans and get his sisters back.”

      “You could be right,” he said in a tone that meant the opposite.

      My gaze flickered to his furrowed brow. I didn’t bother to ask why he thought King Magnar considered me as anything other than an implement of war.

      As soon as Stafford and I got within hearing range, Captain Caiman grinned. “Come along, stragglers! If you are going to be of use to His Majesty in the upcoming war, you will need all the practice you can get!”

      Both Rufus and Gobi stood straighter. I suppose it was the work of the loyalty elixir, at least on Rufus’ part.

      A red dragon I had never seen before landed beside Fyrian with a hearty roar. Where the morning sunlight hit its scales, they shone like oxblood, but the dragon’s underside appeared red.

      “That’s the spirit, Byrrus!” cried Captain Caiman.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “A show-off,” Fyrian snapped. “Ignore him, and he’ll go away.”

      Byrrus stamped his right foreleg, sending up a small cloud of dust.

      Captain Caiman spread his arms wide. “How many of you saw my performance at yesterday’s tournament?”

      Gobi clasped his hands to his chest. “Me! And Rufus. You and Byrrus were spectacular. Congratulations, sir.”

      “Thank you.” The instructor pulled at the lapels of his flying jacket and beamed.

      Pursing my lips, I exhaled my frustration through my nostrils. While it was great the warriors seemed to have had fun watching the tournament, it seemed to me like a sneaky way to heat the warriors’ blood and make them eager for war.

      Fyrian let out a little snort. “I hope you don’t mind, but I went to the arena last night to spy.”

      “Did you find out anything interesting?”

      “King Magnar knows how to put on a great show!” She nodded for effect.

      I gave her a tight smile. There would be no talk in our bond against King Magnar until she’d had the antidote.

      “Byrrus and I will be airborne for this lesson,” said Captain Caiman. “I want the rest of you to chase us on your mounts and steal our flag.”

      We all gaped after our instructor, who mounted the oxblood dragon with inhuman speed. The Captain usually stayed on the ground or mounted with us to demonstrate a maneuver. He’d never flown his dragon in class before.

      Fyrian huffed. “That’s because Caiman’s dragon is cocooning.”

      “Really?” I climbed up Fyrian’s leg and pictured Ardenti, the blue dragon with the smooth scales we had questioned at the waterfall about the stolen eggs. She had been very sleepy and about to cocoon. “How long will that last?”

      “Nobody knows. Females usually cocoon for decades. Males can take anywhere from a month to a century, depending on how they end up.”

      I settled onto her back. “What do you mean?”

      “If their cocoon expands, we know they’ll end up a sleeping dragon. But if it shrinks, they’ll become a master like Fosco and the others.”

      “I see.” It hadn’t occurred to me that Master Fosco might have ever been in a cocoon.

      Captain Caiman and Byrrus launched himself in the air. We all followed, keeping up in formation with Fyrian and me in front. Although reds were the fastest of all dragons, my bond with Fyrian gave us a level of speed most dragons didn’t have.

      I leaned forward and grinned. “We should be able to catch them easily.”

      “Actually, no,” replied Fyrian.

      “Why?”

      “Byrrus is special.” It sounded like a strain for her to admit this.

      “How?”

      “He can bond with any rider. Nobody knows why.”

      Up ahead, Captain Caiman raised a flag containing the yellow, smiling sun of the Savannah Empire.

      I stood. Fyrian stretched her neck and sliced her wings through the air with a swoosh. At each side, Rufus and Stafford rose in their saddles, ready to race. Gobi took up the rear.

      Byrrus raised his head and shot into the air like a firework.

      “What was that?”

      Fyrian snarled. “He’s using Caiman’s power to get away.” A hot, angry presence pushed at our bond, “Let me go after him!”

      I pulled back the thin covering of clouds over our bond. With the same mental process I used to push my power into my fists, I shoved as much of my power as I could to Fyrian.

      She reared back, and a plume of flames escaped her mouth.

      My heart jumped. “What’s wrong?”

      “Your magic is stronger.”

      “Ah… That would be Master Jesper’s elixirs… Or the poppies.”

      Fyrian soared after him so fast, my stomach lurched. Wind blew my hair off my face, and I squinted into the bright sky. Byrrus flew beneath the clouds at a speed I’d never seen before in a dragon, but with each passing second, Fyrian caught up. She seemed to shift the very air with her wings in her determination to best the other dragon.

      “Can you see Captain Caiman’s flag?” I asked.

      “It’s in his back pocket.”

      In moments, we trailed the captain by fifty feet. The male’s bald, red head glistened in the morning sun. I smirked. From sweat, most likely.

      “How are you going to get his flag?” asked Fyrian.

      “Fly above them.”

      “Are you thinking of doing something stupid?”

      At this level of speed, jumping off her back to tackle them would be suicide. But I could fly close and burn the flag with the elongated flame of my parched sword. “I won’t leave your back.”

      “Good.”

      Our three classmates flew behind us on red dragons at an impressive speed, but since neither of them had bonded, there was a limit to what they could achieve.

      “Hold on, Alba,” said Fyrian. “I’m going to take one more burst of power.”

      “Go on.” I set my jaw and pushed more of my magic into our bond, hoping I wouldn’t feel light-headed.

      Fyrian drew deeply from my power, replacing it with her own. My entire body heated, and I clenched my fists, breathing hard. We had only ever shared our power during times of peril, where whatever was happening was a distraction from the intense heat that came with absorbing dragon magic.

      Her ribs expanded with a deep breath, and we seemed to rise several feet without the aid of her wings. “What are you doing?”

      “Filling my third and fourth lungs with buoyant air. Thanks to your power, I’m even lighter.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t even considered the internal organs of a dragon.

      Each swipe of Fyrian’s wings closed the distance between us and Captain Caiman. The moment I spotted his flag, I unsheathed the parched sword.

      “Get ready.” Fyrian flew a hundred feet behind them and thirty feet above.

      I pushed my power into the parched sword and pointed its tip at the flag protruding from Captain Caiman’s pocket. At the rate Fyrian flew, I would burn the fabric in a few seconds.

      The Captain turned his head and smirked. “Nice try, Bluford. But you will need to work harder to best His Majesty’s future Sky Commander!”

      Byrrus dipped a wing and spiraled down to the ground like an out-of-control sycamore seed.

      “What are they doing?” I snarled.

      “Free-falling. Hold tight. I’m going after them.”

      I sheathed the parched sword and settled myself into the saddle. Fyrian dipped her nose, drew back her wings and dove after them. I clutched the ridges on her spine tight, clenched my teeth and hoped Byrrus wouldn’t leave it to the last second before he dodged.

      Down below, Stafford, Rufus, and Gobi chased after them on their dragons. Rufus was in the lead and best placed to steal the flag when they rose.

      Fyrian snorted. “Let the others distract Caiman and Byrrus. We’ll be ready for them when they perform their next stunt.”

      “Maybe we should do something tricky.”

      “Like what?”

      “Lie in wait for them under a grove.”

      She spread her wings, slowing our descent. “There’s a grove of lemon trees over there. I could do with a snack.”

      Once we landed, I remained on her back, watching Byrrus evade my classmates with showy acrobatics. Fyrian nudged a nearby tree with her horns, loosened several lemons, and scooped them up with a combination of wings and tongue.

      “Do you need any help?” I asked.

      “I need you ready in case they pass by.”

      “Hey, Fyri?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why don’t you like Byrrus?”

      Anger lashed through our bond, and a growl reverberated over her ribs. I remained silent, waiting for her to gather her thoughts. It was hard to believe she could have enemies, as she hadn’t been a full dragon for long.

      “He called me a coward.”

      I raised my brows. “Why?”

      “Because I said spriggans were ugly and tricky to kill.”

      “Has he ever seen a spriggan?”

      “He was an egg when Auntie Rilla freed the dragons, but he thinks he knows everything.”

      “Didn’t Master Fosco report back on what happened at the border with the spriggans?”

      “He did, at the Council of Dragons, but Byrrus thinks things will be different for him. The idiot hasn’t even left Mount Fornax, and he’s already talking like a war hero.”

      I shook my head. The world was full of braggarts with nothing to back up their loud voices and claims of heroism. It shouldn’t have been surprising that dragons had a few such idiots of their own.

      “What do your friends say?” I asked.

      “That’s the worst part. They think my love for Magnar should give me the fire to destroy the spriggans.”

      I bit down on my lip. “It’s my fault.”

      “What?”

      “Those alchemists behind the homunculi created a fake plague to hide a loyalty elixir they put in the largomorphus rex.” I held my breath, hoping Fyrian wouldn’t react badly to the news. “The medicine I gave you stopped its effects.”

      “So, I’m not under its influence?”

      “You are, but not as much as the others.”

      She snorted a cloud of smoke. “Ha! My love for Magnar is purer than theirs.”

      I groaned. Of all the reactions I could have imagined, none would ever have included pride to be under the influence of a loyalty potion.

      “I’ll show them all,” she snarled. “When they see that I love him of my own free will, no one will ever question my loyalty to Magnar!”

      I was about to talk her out of whatever reckless plan she had formulated when Byrrus sped past. Fyrian leaped above the trees and scooped up the air with her wings. Stafford flew on his tail, and my other two classmates on his flanks.

      “He’s probably tired himself out,” muttered Fyrian.

      “Or they’re tricking the others into a collision,” I replied.

      “Typical!” She continued muttering to herself about Byruss’ shortcomings. From what I picked up from her rants, the dragon appeared to have the worst personality traits of Gobi and King Magnar. Apparently, he had been lazy as a dragonet and thought messenger duties were beneath him.

      Byrrus made a sharp, downward turn and sped away from his pursuers. Rufus and Gobi steered their dragons outwards in pursuit, but the movement left them hundreds of feet behind Byrrus and Captain Caiman. Stafford’s dragon made a clumsy attempt at the downward maneuver, leaving him hundreds of feet behind everyone else.

      We flew toward Byrrus and Captain Caiman on a collision course.

      “They’ll fly above us,” I said. “That’s the only way they’ll keep their flag safe.”

      “I agree.” Fyrian drew on my power, filling her lungs with buoyant air for a last-minute rise.

      Byrrus bared his teeth, and Fyrian let out a thunderous rumble. I released my parched sword and stood on her back. If they dodged left or right instead of up or down, I would be ready.

      The pair showed no sign of swerving out of our way. My throat dried. What if Byrrus believed Fyrian too cowardly to continue the collision course?

      “He knows I mean to destroy him.”

      I’d forgotten dragons were probably communicating all throughout this exercise. Not that it mattered. Byrrus would never have the depth of connection with any rider that I had with Fyrian so would never have our reaction speeds.

      Just when I thought Byrrus and Fyrian would crash, the other dragon raised his head and soared, exposing his black underbelly. Fyrian shot up towards the heavens with the force of a hurricane.

      As we overtook him, Byrrus’ eyes widened. The arrogant, red dragon had probably thought he was the only one capable of such speed.

      Fyrian leveled out, cutting off his ascent. Then she made a sharp dive. “Now!”

      We dove behind Captain Caiman's back, and I aimed the parched sword at the flag. Just as I fired, the instructor snatched the flag out of the way.

      “Damn it!”

      “I smell burning,” cried Fyrian.

      “Maybe I singed his uniform.”

      “Everyone wears fireproof armor,” she said.

      “Do you really think I burned the flag?” I twisted around in my saddle to catch a glimpse of the instructor.

      “Well, you couldn’t have burned his hair.”

      We flew back to the sandstone cliff with Stafford, Rufus and Gobi on our tail.

      Captain Caiman was the last to land, and he leaped off Byrrus’ back. “Well done, boys! With that type of flying, you are ready to fight for His Majesty.”

      I raised my hand. “Sir? Did I damage the flag?”

      He pulled it from his pocket, revealing a singed corner. “The objective of the game was to take the flag.” Rocking back on his heels, he let out the biggest belly laugh. “Good try, though.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” said Fyrian. “I got to best Byrrus, and that’s all that matters. Soon, he’ll be kissing my claw.”

      I snickered and patted her on the foreleg.

      Rufus strolled up to me and gave me a nod of approval. “Great flying, Bluford. My brother says he wants to see you at lunch. Something to do with drogott.”

      I drew in a sharp breath, trying to suppress a blush. “Right. Thanks for telling me.”
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      Captain Caiman ran us through a few more drills, telling us that even cadets should make themselves useful to King Magnar in the upcoming war. It was hard to concentrate on anything, knowing that Niger wanted to see me at lunchtime. The dragon moths fluttering in my stomach somehow managed to extinguish my flames of hatred for King Magnar.

      Would he laugh at me because I was sensitive to poppies? I hoped not. Niger seemed the type to laugh at a boy spluttering at his first taste of dragon’s tears. Maybe he wanted to fine-tune the details of how we would obtain the parchment and gold.

      “Did you know Niger wouldn’t let me carry you to the infirmary?” said Fyrian. “He held you like a swooning damsel and flew you out on Flavo.”

      Heat rose to my cheeks. “Really? How embarrassing.”

      We hung up our saddles. Stafford disappeared toward the Healer’s Academy Building, presumably to make preparations with Evolene to steal the parchment and King Magnar’s crown. I wished him a silent good luck and followed Rufus and Gobi to the mess hall. It hadn’t been this quiet since the time the all warriors had to scour Steppe and beyond for missing dragons’ eggs. I supposed all the chefs who manned the spits and griddles had set themselves up in the Drogott Arena to provide meals for the warriors at the tournament.

      Eyepatch stood behind his usual station on the left behind a hotplate of sausages and onions. At the end of the table was his usual tureen. “Blood-Sea treasure?”

      Rufus and Gobi grunted their approval and held out hard-crusted, round loaves with their insides scooped out. Eyepatch heaped a pile of six-inch long sausages at the bottom of the loaves and drowned them with ladlefuls of what appeared to be a tomato-based stew. Then he added a handful of fried onion as a garnish.

      As my classmates took their seats, he turned to me, eye shining. “I spoke to your troll-friend who told me everything.”

      I nodded. “I’m glad. Thanks for the picnic, Mr. Cobbs. It was lovely.”

      He beamed. “Anytime you lot need help, call on me. I’m not just a fantastic cook.” He picked up a smaller loaf. “Blood-Sea treasure?”

      “Sure. Extra onions, please.”

      I brought my hollowed-out loaf to our usual table and sat next to Rufus.

      “Where is Stafford?” he asked.

      “He went to see Evolene,” I replied.

      Gobi flashed me a triumphant smirk. “She chose the orphan instead of the Prince.”

      “There is nothing wrong with being an orphan.” I gave him what I hoped would be a meaningful look. The Dowager Lady Bluebeard had a reputation for eating her human husbands while pregnant to strengthen their offspring. Since she had now died, Gobi could count himself among those he thought inferior.

      He flushed and turned away.

      Blood-Sea treasure turned out to be a delicious mixture of salmon, and lobster sausages served in a tangy, seafood sauce. Maybe I was still under the influence of the poppies, but I ate my entire serving including the bread loaf. After downing a tankard of ale, I stood. “Who wants a ride to the arena?”
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      It seemed that every warrior, civilian, and dragon were at the Drogott Arena, as people filled the stands and made enough noise to shake the building’s foundations.

      Fyrian circled the building, wings outstretched. “Where do you want to sit?”

      I glanced down into the royal box. “I’d rather get lost in the crowd of people.”

      “I’ll drop you off at the entrance, then.” She swooped down to the exterior of the building and landed at the huge, arched entryway.

      We all climbed down and made our way into the arena. Gobi rubbed his hands. “I want a seat with a view of the royal box!”

      Rufus snorted. “So does everybody.”

      I clamped my lips shut and followed them inside. The front few rows contained ample seating for everybody, and we found a space somewhere near the middle and settled with Rufus sitting between Gobi and me. I’d almost forgotten about Niger’s message about meeting me when a familiar voice said, “Rufus.”

      Rufus raised his head and grunted. My heart flip-flopped, and I slid my gaze to the right. Niger stood flanked by some of the drogott team members. I flicked my head in acknowledgment, and he sat next to me.

      “I am glad you will not miss Albens’ victory tonight,” said Rufus.

      Niger grunted his agreement. More of his friends arrived and sat on our section, pushing closer we got to sit until I was wedged between the two brothers with part of my back resting against Niger’s muscular shoulder.

      Up in the royal box, Master Fosco announced in his supernaturally loud voice, “Welcome, Finalist Cis Melyn.”

      My heart pounded all throughout the first finalist’s display. He was a quarter-ogre with blond hair tied into a topknot wearing the steel-colored leather of a dragon tamer.

      Rufus shook his head. “A good swordsman, but he will lose against Albens.”

      “Do dragon tamers have special powers like mages?” I asked.

      “Some do,” replied Niger.

      “He has yet to demonstrate anything of interest,” said Rufus.

      Melyn’s dragon had rust-colored scales with amber on the underside, making it a yellow dragon like Niger’s. The male unsheathed two chokers—round-tipped executioner’s swords with holes for poisons gas— from his sword belt. It reminded me of the one Niger had used to gas the homunculi. The tamer raised his arms wide and held the chokers up in the air with their tips touching. His dragon let out a plume of yellow smoke.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Isn’t that supposed to be poisonous?”

      “A dragon can control the amount of venom it releases in its smoke,” replied Rufus.

      The smoke engulfed Melyn’s swords, which fused and expanded into a set of bellows.

      “Ha!” said Niger. “I see where he is going with this.”

      I glanced into his grinning face. “What’s he going to do?”

      “Just watch,” he murmured into my ear.

      I had to dip my head to hide my flush.

      Melyn pulled the hilts of the swords together, and a cloud of yellow gas drifted over to a section of the audience, who promptly fell asleep.

      The entire stadium burst into laughter and applause. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my thighs. “How did he do that?”

      “He and his dragon have worked on the exact combination of air and venom to cause sleep,” said Niger. “The weapon is not one I have seen before but it looks like he developed it with the weaponsmith witches.”

      My brows rose. I had no idea mage weapons and dragon attacks could be so versatile.

      Rufus gave the male a slow handclap. “He is good, but no match for Albens.”

      “Agreed,” muttered Niger.

      Master Fosco strolled up to the podium. “Congratulations, Nebula and Cis Melyn on a well-executed precision attack. Your talent will be helpful in the upcoming war.”

      Everyone roared their approval. Behind King Magnar and the others, the door to the royal box opened a fraction. I gulped. It had to be Evolene and the flying cat!

      A half-ogre whose hair was the same shape and color of moss rode in on a red dragon. Behind him were two other red dragons that looked identical to the first.

      Niger chuckled. “The triune.”

      “What is that?” asked Gobi.

      It was Rufus who answered. “Every century or so, three hatchlings emerge from a single egg. The dragons are rumored to have one soul split between three bodies.”

      “Is that true?” I asked.

      “Nobody really knows,” said Niger. “But they can move exactly the same.”

      “Hey, Fyri?” I asked. When she didn’t answer, I asked, “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.” She sounded agitated. “I’m talking to Byrrus.”

      “Sorry.”

      Master Fosco spread his arms wide. “Let’s welcome Captain Olseni with Khepri, Horakhty, and Atum.”

      Applause broke out across the arena. I leaned back on Niger’s arm and made myself comfortable. He chuckled but didn’t comment. Not with all those sensitive ears around us.

      “How can I get to bond with three dragons?” asked Gobi.

      “Focus on your studies, and maybe you will get to bond with one,” replied Rufus.

      “You are always telling me to study!”

      Niger’s hand brushed mine. “My brother is right. Albens told us that when Captain Olseni bonded with Khepri, the other two took to him immediately and lost interest in bonding with any other warrior.”

      I bit down hard on my lip, trying not to blush or giggle. No sharp pain or twinge attacked my heart, so I relaxed and let our fingers intertwine. Everyone was too busy watching the show to notice a bit of hand-holding.

      For the next five or so minutes, the trio of dragons moved in formation, performing identical spins, dips, and turns. I stifled a yawn. It was hard to see how such a display would benefit King Magnar or any other kind of warlord. My gaze drifted to the royal box, and our eyes locked. A jolt of fury pulsed within my gut. The wretch was staring right at me!

      Straightening, I folded my arms.

      “Problems?” Niger pulled away.

      “No…” I gulped. “Just wondering when the dragons will display their power.”

      Gobi leaned forward. “What if a lot of people wanted to escape, and there were too many to fit on one dragon?”

      “Three dragons would be helpful.” I shrugged. But they didn’t have to be a triune in a situation like that.

      After several minutes, muttering broke out across the crowd. I stared up into the skies, waiting for the dragons to do something interesting, but they continued their display.

      “Boo!” shouted a voice from afar.

      “Get off!” yelled another.

      “BOO!” more and more warriors registered their protests.

      Master Fosco strolled to the podium and roared, “Enough!”

      My heart jumped into my throat, and I fell back against Niger. It was common knowledge that purple dragons had an ear-shattering roar, but I’d never conceived of such a thing until now.

      “This event is not for your entertainment,” he continued. “We all come to pledge our support to His Majesty, and it is for him to decide the fate of Captain Olseni.”

      I turned to King Magnar who stood. The sounds of indrawn breaths filled the air. Would he have the rider punished for such a boring display?

      King Magnar strolled to the edge of the royal box and gave the male and his trio of dragons a round of polite applause. My brows rose. That had been unexpectedly diplomatic, but then he had probably been trained in such skills. My lips twisted. It still didn’t make him any less infuriating.

      I also clapped, as did the warriors around us. Soon, the whole arena filled with applause. The rider waved and flew out of sight with his three dragons.

      “Thank you, Captain Olseni,” said Master Fosco. “Our next finalist is Captain Albens Griffon with Regiis-Coruscare.”

      We looked to the skies. There was no sign of a dragon, let alone a rider.

      “Where is he?” I whispered.

      Rufus beamed. “Wait and see.”

      Niger snickered but didn’t comment.

      I craned my neck, turning my head from left to right to catch sight of Albens arriving in the distance. A few whispers and murmurs spread across the arena, but no one sounded disgruntled yet. It seemed that the residents of Mount Fornax didn’t mind being kept in suspense, but they wouldn’t tolerate being bored.

      BANG!

      A magenta-colored dragon appeared in the middle of the stadium with Albens on his back. My mouth fell open. Albens held a smoking hand-canon, which I guessed was the source of the noise.

      Cheers filled the stands. Rufus shot to his feet, dragging both Gobi and me upright. Niger and his friends also stood.

      “I didn’t know he had a purple dragon!” I shouted above the noise.

      “Purples are the best dragon for a mage,” said Rufus. “They are the most intelligent and can move across the Known World in a blink of an eye.”

      “How do I get a purple dragon?” asked Gobi.

      “Most choose not to pair with warriors,” replied Rufus.

      As we sat, Niger’s arm snaked around my back. I glanced at Rufus, but he and everybody else were too busy watching Albens to notice. Suppressing a smile and breathing hard to stave off a flush, I stared up at my friends’ eldest brother. While Rufus tied his long, auburn hair back and kept his beard trimmed and Niger kept his unruly, Albens wore his hair in two thick braids tied to his beard, giving him a more warrior-like appearance.

      He and his magenta dragon vanished again and reappeared by the royal box with another bang, startling King Magnar. The wretched monarch hid his shock with an enthusiastic round of applause.

      Rufus chuckled. “His Majesty is impressed.”

      Niger and I shared unimpressed glances. I was thankful Master Jesper had awoken him and Stafford before the loyalty elixir had addled their brains, otherwise, everyone in Mount Fornax would be completely devoted to the usurper.

      Albens continued appearing and disappearing in different parts of the arena, reducing the time lag between each reappearance until there were two instances of him and his magenta dragon. I rubbed my eyes. “Is he working with another mage?”

      Niger paused. “I… do not think so.”

      “I’m sure he’s appearing in the same place at the same time. Do any of your brothers ride a purple dragon?”

      “No.”

      The entire stadium filled with confused grunts and murmurs. Three instances of Albens and the dragons appeared in three different places. I furrowed my brow. One of the Griffon brothers would have mentioned if Regiis was part of a triune.

      Then six purple dragons appeared in a row. It was nothing like Captain Olseni’s performance, as each dragon and each version of Albens did something different. Some stood, some sat, some leaned against the dragon’s neck.

      “How in the Known World is this happening?” I asked.

      “I knew he was developing new magic with Madam Maritimus, but he did not want to share anything until it was complete.”

      Each dragon blew a stream of fire onto the arena’s sandstone floor. Then they all disappeared, leaving six different scorch marks.

      My mouth fell open. This had been no illusion. Somehow, Albens had managed to replicate himself five times. If every purple dragon could do this, it would increase the number of attacking purple dragons six-fold. And if they spread out over a wide perimeter, the spriggans wouldn’t know which dragon and rider to capture.

      For several moments, not even the slightest breeze broke the silence. Even Master Fosco froze on the podium. King Magnar perched on the edge of his throne, gaping like a caught fish. Perhaps they were all thinking the same thing. Albens might have worked out a way to both overwhelm and intimidate an army of any size and level of power.

      “BRAVO!” shouted Rufus.

      “BRAVO!” shouted Niger.

      “Bravo!” I didn’t have the lung capacity of a half-ogre, but I shouted at the top of my magically deepened voice.

      The shouts spread across the stalls, and soon, everyone clapped and stamped their feet for Albens. Roars of congratulations filled the dragons’ section. It seemed that even they couldn’t work out how Albens had achieved such a magnificent feat.

      Albens returned with another BANG!

      We all shot to our feet. King Magnar rushed to the edge of the royal box, his face flushed, crown missing. A bolt of triumph shot through my heart. Evolene had stolen it!

      Albens and Regiis glided over to shake King Magnar’s hand.

      I scratched at my temple. Did King Magnar realize that this was the male who had arrested him outside the Healer’s Academy building? If he wasn’t trying to lead the dragons into a dangerous war, I might have felt bad for him. Because eventually, we would neutralize the loyalty elixir, and everyone would resent the effort they put into impressing this pretender.

      “Congratulations, Captain Albens Griffon and Regiis Coruscare for a magnificent display,” Master Fosco shouted over the crowd.

      “They may as well announce the winner,” said Rufus.

      “Ha!” Niger reached behind me and gave his brother a playful shove. “Nobody could beat that.”

      I beamed at Niger. Each of the Brothers Griffon was amazing in their own right.

      “All right… settle down,” said Master Fosco.

      It took another five minutes for the crowd to calm themselves.

      I stared up at Master Fosco, waiting for the next stage in the tournament.

      “Before we start the final round, I will introduce our next contestant, Cadet Albert Bluford riding Fyrian-Lacerta!”
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      Nobody applauded at the mention of my name. Why would they, when I hadn’t participated in the first rounds of the tournament? Instead, disgruntled murmurs and chattering filled the air. It was nothing compared to the indignation pounding between my ears. He might have entered me into his wretched competition, but I’d bet my last gold crown that the damsel denial magic wouldn’t force me to participate.

      Folding my arms across my chest, I dug my heels into the ground and glowered at the royal box. King Magnar stared straight at me, head tilted as though wondering how I would try to escape his latest trap.

      “What is the meaning of this?” hissed Niger.

      “No idea,” I replied through gritted teeth.

      “You cannot enter the tournament at this late stage,” said Gobi, his fists balled. “It is not fair to the other contestants!”

      “I didn’t enter,” I snapped.

      “Then it is favoritism!” he said.

      “Persecution, more like!”

      The warriors and cadets sitting in the rows in front and to our left and right turned to watch the spectacle. I ignored them. Even if I wanted to compete, which I didn’t, my skill levels extended to flying around in circles and pointing an extended parched sword. Nothing compared to what they’d witnessed from fully qualified warriors with years of experience with dragons.

      Niger placed a large hand on the small of my back. “Tell them you forfeit.”

      Rufus grunted. “It is the right thing to do. You have no chance of beating Albens.”

      They were right. Cupping my hands around my mouth, I shouted, “I forfeit.”

      Everyone around us fell silent.

      I shouted again, “I. Forfeit!”

      “Albert Bluford!” shouted Master Fosco. “We have made enough inconvenient concessions to accommodate your last-minute entry into this tournament. Present yourself immediately.”

      My eyes bulged. My nostrils flared. My molars ground so hard they squeaked. The urge to throw myself at the royal box and shake sense into King Magnar made my hands shake, but a twinge in the heart put an end that train of thought.

      Niger squeezed my shoulder, giving me the calm I needed to form a defense.

      After sucking in a deep breath, I yelled at the top of my voice, “I DIDN’T ENTER! AND I FORFEIT!”

      “BLUFORD! BLUFORD! BLUFORD!” the crowd chanted. The males standing in front of us should have known better as they had heard my initial denials, but they still joined the frenzy.

      I glowered at their excited faces, their raised fists, and the bloodlust in their eyes. This was just entertainment to them, and they wouldn’t be satisfied until I’d humiliated myself up there in front of the whole of Mount Fornax.

      Angry, boiling blood seared my veins and made my head pound in time with my raging heart. Right now, I wanted to marry King Magnar. Because then, the damsel denial magic would vanish, and I could wrap my hands around his scrawny neck and throw him off the royal box.

      The rough hands of the drogott team members lifted me off my seat.

      “Hey!” Niger shoved at his friends.

      “Play with him later,” said a Griffon brother I didn’t yet know. “Right now, he’s got a tournament to enter.”

      Writhing, kicking, punching, bucking… No matter what I did, I couldn’t escape the grip of the drogott team. They raised me up to the skies and carried me through the arena to the wild cheers and applause of the crowd. Even the dragons roared extra loud, as if they were looking forward to my performance. I tried pushing fire through my hands, but they just laughed. I snarled. The males were all mages and far more experienced than me in using fire magic.

      Still trying to wriggle free, I stared at the clear, blue sky, hoping the weathervane would fly past and hailstones the size of cannonballs. Anything to save me from this tournament.

      Fyrian circled overhead. “I’ll land in a second.”

      “Hide!” I snapped. “If you’re missing, I won’t be able to compete.”

      “We have to!” she said. “I promised Master Solum that we’d shovel dung in our spare time if he persuaded Master Fosco to let us enter.”

      A chill spread through my gut, making me still. “What?”

      “Master Fosco refused, but Master Roopal said you wanted to compete.”

      “Why would he make up such an untrue—” I groaned. In History of Dragons, he had exempted those competing in the tournament from an essay. Stafford and I had raised our hands.

      “Fyri.” My gaze froze on the majestic figure gliding above us. How could a dragon be so devious? Maybe she didn’t understand the depth of her confession. “Why would you enter us in the tournament?”

      Several heartbeats later, she said, “I-I wanted to prove to Magnar that I wasn’t a coward as Byrrus said.”

      “So, you volunteered me behind my back?”

      “I had to!” she cried. “They wouldn’t allow me to enter without you.”

      My eyes shuttered closed. Ice formed over my heart. No wonder she’d been tolerant of my attitude toward King Magnar. It was to hide her own scheming to ingratiate herself with him. I pressed my lips together and forced harsh breaths in and out of my nostrils. Of all the things I imagined going wrong, I could never have pictured Fyrian betraying me.

      “A-Alba?” her voice shook.

      I couldn’t reply. Not even when a little voice in the back of my head reminded me that Fyrian was still under the influence of the loyalty elixir. Somehow, I thought our bond might have been strong enough to dampen the intensity of her feelings.

      “I don’t know what’s happened recently.” Her voice was thick with tears. “It’s like having two people you love hate each other, and all you want is for them to be together.”

      My heart twitched. She could be describing how I felt about Mother and Father’s relationship.

      She let out a hiccuping sob. “Because that would solve everything, and we’d all be happy. Please don’t hate me!”

      A crack formed over the ice. It stretched and split and shattered. How many times had I wished Father would notice us and not spend so much time in the capital? And all the times I wanted Mother to stop putting on a brave front and stop pretending she didn’t cry at night? By despising King Magnar, I’d put Fyrian through the same torment.

      The drogott team broke into a jog. They were probably parading me around the perimeter of the arena. Even though I had tuned out my surroundings, the wild cheers and roars of the crowd seeped through to my consciousness. None of that mattered in the face of Fyrian’s anguish.

      “I couldn’t stand being thought of as afraid of spriggans,” she said. “Because I’m not. I needed to prove myself and fight for Magnar.”

      A lump formed in my throat. This reminded me of being the only cadet in the Magical Militia without magic. Once I had failed to light the crystal on my apprentice staff, any witches who hadn’t minded my illegitimate status distanced themselves from me. Perhaps Byrrus had stirred up trouble for Fyrian.

      I swallowed hard. “You should have said something if you were being bullied.”

      “You couldn’t have done anything about it, and even if I spoke up, it would have looked like I was pressuring you to like Magnar.”

      “Wait.” I stilled. “The other dragons were being horrible to you because I rejected King Magnar?”

      “Not all of them,” she replied.

      “Fyri, I’m so sorry.”

      The drogott team put me on my feet, and I opened my eyes. The noise and light and chaos of the stadium shook my senses. I clenched my teeth and sucked in several deep breaths.

      Fyrian sat in the middle of the arena, her head bowed. “Will you ride with me, then?”

      “All right, but don’t expect us to impress anyone.” I climbed on Fyrian’s back to thunderous roars and applause. They probably thought Aunt Cendrilla’s son had come to give his support to the reign of King Magnar.

      Up at the royal box, the blond-haired monarch stared down, lips parted, turquoise eyes wide. If it hadn’t been for Fyrian’s admission, I would have thought his surprised expression was a pretense.

      Fyrian launched herself in the air and flew a circle around the arena. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.” I stood on her back and waved at the crowd. Not because I was pleased to be there, and not because I wanted to make a good show. It was important for all the dragons persecuting Fyrian for my rejection of King Magnar to see that she had convinced me to stop resisting him. Besides, with his crown and the piece of parchment with the antidote stolen, we were even closer to freeing Mount Fornax of his influence.

      “You know, if we don’t make this exciting, everyone’s going to start booing.”

      She spat out a stream of green vapor. “Set that alight.”

      I unsheathed my parched sword and pushed my power into its hilt. Fire shot out of the tip of my blade and caught the tail end of Fyrian’s vapor. The resulting fire took the shape of a snake, which floated down to the arena in a loose spiral.

      The crowd burst into applause.

      A laugh huffed out of my chest. “When did you learn to do that?”

      “You always ask me to spit my venom in all our adventures,” she replied. “Sometimes into really small places. So, I’ve been practicing.”

      “I’m impressed.” Warmth filled my insides. Riding around on Fyrian’s back while she made pretty shapes made for amusing entertainment for the crowds, but it would no way qualify either of us to compete against the likes of Albens.

      I lit another cloud of venom, which turned into a flaming stingray that flew through the air. Maybe this little display would get King Magnar to stop glaring at me during mealtimes. But if he took it as a sign that I was coming to terms with being forced to marry him, I’d have to explain that I did it as a favor to Fyrian, who was being persecuted by the other dragons because of us.

      With my sword at the ready to light another cloud of green vapor, I asked, “What will you make next, Fyri?”

      Shadows descended from above. I glanced up to find a dozen green dragons circling us. “Who are they?”

      “Civilians who don’t have a partner. I told them they can join us.”

      I tilted my head to the side, squinting at these new dragons. “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s too late for them to bond with a rider. They’re going to use our bond to fight with us in the war.”

      “Fyri, I’m not—”

      “It’s all right. I won’t let them crowd out your mind.”

      “Huh?” I spluttered. Could these dragons get into my head? I didn’t even know them!

      “If you give them an order, I’ll pass it along. It won’t be like that time we talked to Ardenti or the sleeping dragons.”

      “I didn’t agree to this!” My hands balled into fists.

      After several moments of silence, she said, “If you won’t work with them, they’ll work with me.”

      I ground my teeth. “You’re making me look like I can command thirteen dragons!”

      “More.”

      “What?”

      “You could command more if you wanted. That’s what you can’t see. You’re the greatest dragon rider who ever lived. When you’ve finished training, you’ll be the greatest dragon mage, too. Magnar can see it, the spriggans can see it, but you’re too stubborn to acknowledge it.”

      I closed my eyes and let out a hot, angry breath. What did she expect me to do? Marry King Magnar and declare myself Queen of the Dragons? It was one thing to have a telepathic link because of my fairy blood, but that didn’t entitle me to command a dozen dragons and it didn’t obligate me to join King Magnar’s cause.

      The green dragons kept to the skies, performing daring feats of acrobatics and weaving streams of green vapor through the clouds. Fyrian descended in a downward spiral of increasingly tight circles.

      I held onto her neck and glared at the display. “What is this?”

      “You’ll find out when you light your sword.”

      “Why?”

      She huffed. “Everyone’s worked so hard to make this happen. If you don’t hold up your parched sword, you’ll be letting them down.”

      I glanced up at the dozen dragons weaving in and out of the clouds. They were probably the ones who dwelled on her terrace. Like Fyrian, they were under the influence of the elixir and were desperate to impress King Magnar.

      “They’re also the dragons who cheered you on when you broke me out of prison and escaped through the wards,” she said.

      My heart clenched.

      “All right.” I raised my arm, pointed the tip of my sword to a thin trail of green, and pushed my power through its hilt.

      Fire spread through the green vapor, twisting and turning in spirals like a fiery hurricane. When it reached the clouds, it lit their underside in a blaze of orange flames. Green dragons burst down from the clouds, eyes flashing, teeth bared. They blew down plumes of flame, made even larger by the venom they had left in the atmosphere.

      My mouth dropped open. Fyrian and her friends had set the entire sky alight. Fire rained down from falling droplets of venom only to turn into tiny puddles of flame when they reached the ground. I had never seen anything so spectacular.

      Not a person in the arena spoke while the heavens were aflame. My pulse pounded in my ears. Fyrian was a genius.

      “I used to organize the dragonet displays for the opening ceremonies. Working with full-sized dragons isn’t much different.”

      Fyrian swooped down to the ground and landed. All around us, droplets of fire rained down on us while she spread her wings and bowed.

      When the last flame petered out, everyone in the area rose to their feet and applauded. It wasn’t the extreme reaction they’d given Albens, but the cheers and roars were enough to demonstrate that they were impressed.

      “Well done, Cadet Bluford and Fyrian-Lacerta,” said Master Fosco. “King Magnar will now declare his choice for the finalists.”

      King Magnar stood, eyes shining, cheeks flushed. He picked up the speaking horn and said, “Thank you, dragons and warriors. Only two mages will succeed into the next round, a one-to-one combat to become my Savannah Sky Commander.”

      Everyone cheered, and I cringed. King Magnar had all but named the next two finalists by announcing they were mages. He probably meant Albens and me.

      He cleared his throat. “The final pair of contestants to become new Sky Commander is…” he reached for something under his arm. When he couldn’t find it, he stared at his underarm. Then he turned around and examined his throne.

      I held my breath and clung to Fyrian’s neck. He’d probably noticed that the parchment was gone.

      “Your Majesty?” asked Master Solum.

      “Someone has stolen my property,” shouted King Magnar.

      Master Klauw jumped out of his seat and pointed at the monarch’s head. “And your crown.”

      Master Fosco stood at the edge of the royal box, glaring down at Fyrian and me. “And I think I know who.”
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      “Treason!” Master Fosco pointed at us. “Seize them.”

      Fyrian launched herself into the air. “Fosco’s jealous. We didn’t do anything!”

      My stomach dropped. I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or Master Fosco. But if she flew away, they would probably think she was part of the conspiracy to steal the crown and the antidote. I couldn’t let her get into trouble for something she didn’t do.

      The warriors in the crowd rose to their feet in a burst of excited cries and chatter. Since they hadn’t started booing yet, I could only assume they were confused about the nature of the treasonous accusations and had stood to witness more excitement.

      Four riders on purple dragons, including Albens and Master Fosco’s apprentice, Phoenix, appeared around us.

      I winced. “We’d better land.” There was nothing worse than being grabbed and teleported against one’s will by a purple dragon. “Sorry if this gets you into trouble, Fyri. I’ll tell them you weren’t involved.”

      “I don’t understand.” She swooped down to the ground and landed on her forelegs with a thud. “You haven’t been close enough to Magnar to take his crown. Why would you do it, anyway?”

      Albens and Phoenix descended after us on their dragons, and I swallowed hard. “It’s… complicated. Are they angry with you, too?”

      “They just told me not to help you run away or I’d get into trouble, too.”

      I patted Fyrian on the neck and slid down her foreleg. “Stay out of it. I’ll settle things with King Magnar.”

      As soon as my feet hit the ground, Phoenix appeared by my side and grabbed my bicep. His pinched features and the look of disappointment in his eyes made me flinch. Without a word, Albens wrapped a meaty hand around my other bicep, and the pair of them escorted me across the area to an exit amidst boos and heckling.

      I glared at the crowd. Up until my arrest, they’d only displayed excited anticipation. What had they been expecting, a swashbuckling sword fight followed by a daring escape on dragon back?

      “Fyrian didn’t do anything wrong,” I said.

      “Worry about yourself, Bluford,” said Albens.

      “That poor young dragon has been trying so hard to be a good citizen here at Mount Fornax.” Phoenix led us through an archway that stretched out into an underpass of polished, sandstone walls. “You’re not helping her plight with your rebellion against His Majesty.”

      My heart sank. Up until today, Fyrian hadn’t bothered me with her personal problems. I had thought she had a wide range of friends among the green dragons on her terrace and the other dragons she had met during her time as a messenger dragonet. It had never occurred to me that the other dragons might turn against her for my actions.

      I kept my side of the bond open, and a quick glimpse through her eyes told me that the dragon masters were on the ground, questioning her about what I had stolen from King Magnar. They seemed to believe her ignorance of my plans.

      “In you get.” Albens opened the door to what looked like a waiting room of benches carved into the stone walls. It wasn’t as comfortable as the jailhouse, but better than I had expected for someone arrested for treason.

      “What’s going to happen next?” I asked.

      He gave me a gentle shove in the back and closed the door.

      I sat on the bench and rested my head against the wall. As long as Evolene reached Master Jesper with the gold and the parchment, nothing else mattered. They would make the elixir, break everyone out of their ridiculous loyalty to King Magnar, and release me from this holding cell. Folding my arms, I clenched my jaw and waited. It was only a matter of time before everything straightened itself out.

      Closing my eyes, I peered into Fyrian’s side of the bond. She sat on her haunches, staring down at King Magnar, who was flanked by Masters Fosco and Klauw. A warm, giddy feeling filled her chest. I hoped it was her buoyant air, but the fluttering in her stomach told me she was nervous about upsetting King Magnar.

      He turned to Master Klauw. “Ask her if she ever challenged her bondmate’s treachery.”

      Master Klauw turned to Fyrian. “Well, did you?”

      “Alba isn’t a traitor! She’s just confused. It’s her friends. They’re always saying horrible things about Magnar and want her to like them.”

      “Fyri,” I snapped. “Don’t get anyone in trouble.”

      Master Klauw narrowed his eyes. “Fyrian-Lacerta has been compromised. It is best that we postpone this round of questioning until her bondmate is otherwise occupied.”

      “Can he hear me?” I asked.

      “He’s loyal to King Magnar and conducting an official investigation,” replied Fyrian. “It didn’t seem right to shield my mind against an ally.”

      My shoulders slumped, and I pinched the bridge of my nose. None of this was the dragons’ fault. They were victims. King Magnar should never have taken advantage of them. He was just as wicked and chaotic as the dark fairy artifacts he had snuck through the wards all those weeks ago. I leaned forward, resting my forearms on my thighs, hoping Master Jesper had finished the elixir already and had gotten Evolene to pour it in the ale.

      Hours later, the door opened. Albens appeared with five other burgundy-clad mages. Two held Niger, two held Stafford, and the fifth held Evolene.

      Every last hope burst into flames and drifted onto the sandstone floor like droplets of flaming, green venom. I stumbled to my feet and spluttered, “What’s going on?”

      The mages shoved my friends into the room and slammed the door shut.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Niger swaggered forward, the first to answer. His hair was a mass of tangles, and his jacket askew, as though he’d been wrestling, but no bruises marred his face. “King Magnar had me arrested for trespassing on the arena floor.”

      “But you were only following your drogott team.”

      He grinned. “Maybe he still holds a grudge for when I punched him in the face.”

      I turned to Evolene and Stafford, who hovered by the door a hair’s breadth apart. “What about you two?”

      “It wasn’t the cat’s fault,” whispered Evolene. She lowered her neck into her leather breastplate and peeped around the room, reminding me of a turtle waiting for the world to explode.

      Stafford let out a breath of frustration. “After Evolene took the crown, we tried to escape down the stairs, when one of King Magnar’s guards said he could smell witch’s magic.”

      “T-the cat tripped Stafford down the stairs, and he knocked my staff out of my hands and broke my invisibility spell.”

      I turned to Stafford. “And I suppose you pulled off your invisibility cloak and came to Evolene’s rescue.”

      He pulled at the lapels of his flying jacket. “Actually, I kept it on, but they still caught me.”

      The guards were probably listening outside, so I didn’t mention the crown or parchment in case the cat had flown off with them. I lowered myself next onto the bench to Niger and leaned against his side.

      Niger wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “Your display was spectacular. Have you and Fyrian been working on it for long?”

      “You saw it?” I drew back and stared into his face.

      “The pair who grabbed me said they didn’t want to miss your performance, so they let me watch.”

      I shook my head and smiled. That didn’t surprise me at all. “Fyrian designed it with her friends. I just stood there holding the flaming sword.”

      He snickered. “You have the cleverest dragon.”

      Stafford sat opposite, and Evolene sat next to him. They intertwined their fingers and stared into each other’s eyes.

      The door swung open, and we sprang apart.

      “Are there any other accomplices?” asked an annoying voice.

      “A flying cat,” said a low voice. “We are apprehending it.”

      “Good.” King Magnar strolled in, flanked by Albens and Master Fosco. He pointed at Niger. “Take this one directly to the whipping post. Don’t spare the leather.”

      I clenched my teeth, scrambling for something to say that wouldn’t get Niger into further trouble.

      Albens blanched. “Your Majesty. This cadet is my brother. I would petition you to allow his punishment to be carried out by the Noble House of Griffon.”

      “Oh?” King Magnar stuck his nose in the air. “Just how many members of your noble house are within Mount Fornax?”

      “Six, including Niger.”

      “Very well. The next time he misbehaves, the entire House of Griffon will face my wrath.”

      Albens bowed. “That is a most generous concession, Sire. You have my thanks.”

      King Magnar waved him away. “See to it that he is appropriately chastised and kept away from Cadet Bluford.”

      Albens grabbed Niger by the scruff of the neck and dragged him out of the room. My stomach knotted. Although he was better off reprimanded by family, I hoped his brothers wouldn’t hurt him.

      “What will you do with the others, Your Majesty?” asked Master Fosco.

      King Magnar strolled forward, arms behind his back. Ignoring me, he loomed over Evolene and Stafford. Rocking back on his heels like he was enjoying a Saturn Day stroll through the terraces, he said, “The pair of you were present at the border when Cadet Bluford removed his disguise.”

      Evolene shrank into Stafford’s side and cringed. Stafford glared up at King Magnar. Neither of them answered. I held my breath, hoping he wouldn’t punish them for witnessing his humiliating defeat by head-butting.

      “No answer?” he peered at them down his nose.

      Before I could tell him to leave them alone, he said, “I want Cadet Perrault tortured and imprisoned for fraternizing with my betrothed.”

      My head snapped up. “He’s not courting or fraternizing with me, you dolt!”

      The magic swirled around my heart but didn’t attack.

      “P-please!” Evolene eyes glistened with tears. “T-they’re just classmates.”

      “Who are as thick as thieves!” King Magnar bent down to her level.

      Scowling, Stafford wrapped a protective arm around Evolene. “I’ve always thought of Albert as a boy. We’re just friends, and I’ve never seen his true face close up.”

      I sprang off my seat, fists clenched. “I know what you’re doing. You want me to give you something in exchange for keeping my best friend safe. Stop messing around and tell me what you want?”

      King Magnar’s nostrils flared, and he reached into his cloak and pulled out his golden crown. My heart plummeted, and I tried to keep the disappointment off my face. After everything, we had failed to get the gold to Master Jesper.

      “Why did you steal my crown?” his voice was whisper-soft but all menace.

      “Gold is the missing ingredient to awaken the witches,” the words tumbled out of my mouth, as they were mostly true. “The alchemists burned down all the Golden Callisti apples, and King Midas pears don’t contain gold pure enough to work with their magic.”

      “Why didn’t you ask for gold?” snarled Master Fosco.

      My mind went blank. I swallowed hard. That was an excellent question, but I couldn’t tell them we didn’t want the witches to pull down the wards and let everyone go to war. And while gold was the missing ingredient in the witches’ version of the alkahest, we really needed the gold to create the antidote to the loyalty elixir. “I-I don’t know.”

      “We want to heal the witches for our war effort, too,” said King Magnar.

      I sucked in a breath. Keeping them comatose was the only thing stopping the dragons from flying to Savannah and getting caught by spriggans. Perhaps I should have kept my mouth shut because now I’d given them everything they needed to force Master Jesper to awaken the witches.

      King Magnar shook his head. “You’re leaving something out. How about you tell me about the parchment you stole? Let’s send for the torturer and get the truth out of Cadet Perrault.”

      “N-no!” cried Evolene. “I’ll tell you whatever you want.”

      “Don’t!” said Stafford.

      I lowered myself into the seat opposite and folded my arms. “You may as well, Evolene. He’s beaten us.”

      King Magnar grinned. “Evolene, is it?”

      She nodded.

      “Tell me everything you know about why my bothersome betrothed needs the gold.”

      Evolene turned watery eyes to me as though pleading for forgiveness. I raised my shoulders and gave her a tight smile. If she hadn’t been in the room, it would be me begging for Stafford’s safety. The only reason I left it to her to plead on his behalf was so that King Magnar would get it into his thick head that they were courting.

      She licked her lips. “Well… I can only tell you what I know for a fact.”

      “Out with it,” he spat.

      Stafford shook his head. “Please don’t.”

      “It’s all right,” I said to Stafford. “Just let her say it.”

      King Magnar gave her what he probably thought was a benevolent nod.

      “It all started when the dragons got sick.” She ducked her head. “We went to see General Thornicroft, and someone put an arrow through his chest.”

      His brows drew together. It was as though he was trying to work out the relationship between the assassination attempt and our attempt to steal his crown. “Go on…”

      “The alchemists were actually aiming for Master Jesper because it was the only person who could work out what was really happening.”

      Master Fosco stepped forward. “What do you mean?”

      King Magnar waved his hands. “We don’t need to go into too much detail! Skip ahead to this morning. What is Cadet Bluford not telling me about the attempt on my crown?”

      I ground my teeth. King Magnar didn’t want Evolene to reveal the truth behind the plague in earshot of Master Fosco! So, I said at the top of my voice,  “There’s no such thing as clearscale for dragons. The alchemists put a group of elixirs in the largomorphus rex to hide their true purpose.”

      His marron eyes widened. “Purpose?”

      “Cadet Bluford,” King Magnar snapped.

      “To dose the dragons and everyone else in Mount Fornax with a loyalty elixir!”

      King Magnar froze.

      As did Stafford and Evolene.

      Master Fosco stared at me for what felt like an eternity. His eyes blanked. It was the kind of expression Stafford had told me I would make when deep in conversation with Fyrian. Perhaps he was sharing what I’d told him with the other dragon masters.

      I clasped my hands, hoping Master Fosco would be less susceptible to the loyalty elixir than the lesser-developed dragons. If he could snap out of this subservient role and take back control of his own territory, he would save us all.

      He blinked back into focus. “Where are these alchemists?”

      I gulped. “One of them was the librarian. He escaped through an underground hole in the wards on the back of a glacier wolf.”

      “And the other?”

      “Henri Bacon. He was Master Jesper’s assistant. Right now, Master Jesper has him captive in the laboratory and is trying to get him to give it the ingredients to the antidote.”

      “We will execute this…” He growled. “Henri Bacon for his affront to dragon kind. When Master Jesper has successfully awoken the witches, we will execute it for harboring a fugitive!”

      Evolene clapped her hands over her mouth to suppress a cry.

      King Magnar clapped the dragon master on the back. “Well done, Fosco. I couldn’t agree more.”

      I curled my lip. Our last hope was the flying cat. But that was only if it managed to reach laboratory with the piece of parchment containing the antidote, and if the final ingredient was something Master Jesper could obtain.

      King Magnar turned to me, teeth clenched, eyes burning with hatred. “Giving you freedom has backfired. Time and time again you plot against me. I see that you need a firm hand.”

      Although my heart jumped into my throat, I raised my chin and met him squarely in the eye.

      “Send for Master Roopal and tell him to bring the vows of marrital obedience!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      King Magnar paced the room, ranting about spriggans and ungrateful Princesses. Stafford and Evolene huddled together, both white-faced, tracking his movements. I shifted in my seat and pulled my glance away from them. There was no telling what would happen to them if the damsel denial forced me to repeat the vows of obedience. King Magnar might even order me to hurt them… or worse.

      Master Fosco leaned against the wall, arms folded over his sleeveless, burgundy tunic, his face a mask of grim satisfaction. He probably thought having me married off and under a vow of obedience was his big chance to get me expelled from the Academy.

      “I don’t know why you’re so pleased,” I muttered under my breath. “If you allow this forced marriage to go through, I’ll become your Queen.”

      His face dropped, and he pushed himself off the wall. “S-sire, I would beg of you to reconsider your actions.”

      King Magnar stopped pacing. “What do you mean?”

      “Of all the spouses in the Known World, surely you could choose one more… worthy?”

      He shook his head. “I will accept none other than Princess Alba.”

      “But you hate me!” The words exploded out of my chest.

      A muscle twitched in his jaw, and he pressed his lips together as though holding back a vicious retort. He turned his glower to Evolene. “Remove her glamor. Now.”

      Evolene’s features twisted, and she cringed further into Stafford’s side. “B-but… I-I couldn’t.”

      “Just do it,” I said with a sigh. “He’ll probably threaten Stafford if you refuse.”

      Evolene raised her shoulders. “Y-you took my staff away.”

      Master Fosco headed out of the door. As soon as it clicked shut, the atmosphere turned cold. I suppressed a shudder and held my tongue. Moments later, he returned holding Evolene’s staff.

      He held it out to her and snarled, “Do not try to escape.”

      I bowed my head and closed my eyes, readying myself for the transformation. White light seeped through my eyelids, making me shudder. Long hair tumbled down my shoulders, and I opened my eyes and sighed down at my feminine form.

      “Much better.” King Magnar’s voice softened. “Could you create a gown more befitting to her status? Something as smooth as silk and the exact shade of moonlight, but retaining the fireproof qualities?”

      Anger struck my gut like a punch, and my head snapped up. He was describing the dress I had demanded as a condition for marrying him. I sucked in a breath, a protest on my lips.

      He raised his finger. “The only thing keeping me from punishing your accomplices to the full extent of the law is my goodwill.”

      I jerked my head away. A hundred insults bubbled up from the pit of my gut, but I couldn’t voice a single one. Not with my friends at his mercy.

      “I-I can try,” whispered Evolene.

      King Magnar chuckled. “If you can get it right the first time, I will release you and Cadet Perrault on the condition that you do not speak of anything you saw or heard in this room.”

      “Do it, Evolene,” I said.

      Even though I’d spent most of my life sheltered in Mount Bluebeard, I knew that people with little money and status, like Evolene and Stafford, survived on the generosity of others. Those like Niger fared better, as he had the backing of a Noble House, but I still worried about his plight. King Magnar would easily make an example of Evolene and Stafford.

      “W-will you be all right?” she asked.

      I swallowed. “Please, do it.”

      King Magnar clipped off his red cloak and smirked. “You may use this to shield the modesty of my betrothed while you fashion her gown.”

      “Or you could leave the room and give us some privacy,” I snapped.

      “Then I would have to take Cadet Perrault.” The corner of his mouth rose into a half-smirk. “And I would hate to misplace him in a place as large as Mount Fornax.”

      “Come on.” I strode past King Magnar, snatching the red cloak hard enough to jostle him.

      Evolene followed me to the corner of the room and turned the cloak into a screen that stretched across both walls and from floor to ceiling. She lined it with a barrier of shimmering silk and turned to me, eyes wide.

      “This is a one-way silencing spell. What should we do?”

      “Make the dress.” I fumbled with the buttons of my flying jacket. “Do I need to take anything off?”

      Her arms dropped to her sides. “You’re just going to give in? What about the vows of obedience?”

      “Father has a plan. King Magnar promised to duel him before the marriage is consummated. I don’t think the obedience vows will work until then.”

      Her eyes turned as round as buttons. “The Prince Regent wants to kill King Magnar?”

      “It might be our only hope.”

      Evolene stared at the ground and shuffled her feet.

      “I don’t want things to go that far, either, but think of what will happen if King Magnar carries out his plans. He’s going to lead those dragons to Savannah, and they’ll get captured by the spriggans. Then the spriggans will use the dragons to free the Forgotten King.”

      “Didn’t the spriggan say he wanted you, too?”

      “He’ll probably hand me over if he or his sisters are under any threat.”

      “I suppose…” She wouldn’t lift her head.

      “Evolene,” I snapped. “Who will suffer if you don’t make this dress?”

      Her shoulders shook. “S-Stafford.”

      “Exactly. Let’s get this gown made.”

      Evolene directed me to remove my breeches, flying jacket, and leather tunic, leaving me in my long underwear. She tilted her head to the side and squinted. “We can lower the neckline, so it doesn’t show through the bodice.”

      “How do you even know clothing alteration magic?”

      She shrugged. “We didn’t have much before Father got his job at Mount Fornax.”

      An idea shot into my head, and I screwed my eyes shut. The mention of Evolene’s father had triggered something helpful. A memory. Something that could help Mount Fornax out of its predicament. But what was it?

      I let Evolene lower the neckline of my silk undershirt, but I refused to let her turn my silk under-breeches into a petticoat. She turned my leather breeches into a full skirt, my tunic into a fitted bodice, and my flying jacket into a floor-length cloak. Then she widened my gauntlets into flowing sleeves and colored them the same silver as the rest of my outfit.

      “What should I do with your knapsack?” she laced the bodice around my torso.

      I winced. “Not so tight! Turn it into a headdress, I suppose.”

      “All right.” She loosened the laces, restoring my breathing space. “I’ll leave it so that you can still reach inside and pull things out.”

      “Thanks.” I stepped into the long skirt. “At least it’s not swishing around my ankles.”

      “And you can still ride Fyrian side-saddle.”

      I fastened it around my waist. “Thanks. Can I have some pockets for this skirt, please?”

      She made the enchantment and stared up at me, lips trembling, eyes shimmering. “Y-you look really pretty. Do you have a family necklace?”

      “I left it at the palace when I ran away. Actually, I don’t have any jewel—” My eyes bulged as the idea rolled back to the forefront of my mind. “Gold! You can give it to Master Jesper.”

      She chewed her bottom lip. “Ummm?”

      “When you took us through the hidden passageway, we passed chests containing your Father’s treasure.”

      Her mouth formed an ‘O’ and clapped her hands over her cheeks. “I-I’d forgotten about that!”

      “Doesn’t matter. King Magnar thinks he’s safe. He’s probably ordered the warrior to seize all sources of gold and hidden them away from us by now, so no one can make that antidote until he’s gotten his sisters and country back. Your gold can help free everyone.”

      “What should we do?”

      “I’ll walk out happy with the dress and resign myself to marrying him.” She opened her mouth to protest, but I spoke over her. “I’ll do what I can to delay the ceremony, but you and Stafford have to sneak underground and get that gold to Master Jesper.”

      I was so energized by the new plan, I didn’t notice the pallor of Evolene’s skin until now. “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head. “I’m being selfish.”

      “No, what?”

      “It’s all I have left of Father.” She blinked, and two tears rolled down her cheeks. “He saved all that so we could have a better life, and…”

      My shoulders slumped. Donating a fortune in gold was easy for someone like me who could dip into the royal treasury or Father’s bottomless Bluebeard coffers. Not only was that treasure her last source of financial security, but it was her last connection to her father. I understood her reservations, but there were bigger issues at play.

      I placed both hands on her shoulders. “I have some money I can give you if you’re worried about survival. Also, speak to Master Jesper and ask him to calculate the minimum you can hand over. You’ll still have the gemstones and other valuables, but if the Forgotten King gets loose, no amount of gold will keep any of us safe.”

      “A-all right.”

      Moments later, Evolene removed the silencing enchantment and restored the curtain into a cloak, exposing me to the males in the room. I forced my hands to my sides and clenched my teeth. Being the center of attention made my insides churn. I shifted on my feet, shoulders curling into themselves.

      Stafford gaped.

      Master Fosco snorted and turned his head. He probably wished it was Aunt Cendrilla in this dress instead of me.

      King Magnar gasped. “Princess Alba, you are a vision.”

      “Stand up straight,” whispered Evolene.

      Pulling back my shoulders, I lifted my chin and met King Magnar’s gaze. His usually pinched features had melted into a mask of awe. The kind of expression a person would make when seeing a dragon perform an amazing feat. The unease in my stomach settled, and I exhaled a long breath. Since he was no longer glaring at Stafford or commanding Evolene, that had to be a good thing.

      Holding the leather fabric of my skirt in my clammy hands, I dipped into an awkward curtsey. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      His brows drew together. “Princess Alba?”

      “Yes?” I stretched my lips into what I hoped was a demure smile.

      “Would you do me the honor of accompanying me to the rest of the tournament?” He crossed the room and offered his arm.

      “W-what will happen to my friends?”

      He gave me a tight smile. “That depends entirely on your good behavior. I will hold them here for two days, after which, they may return to Master Jesper’s laboratory, where their movements and actions will be supervised, or if you misbehave, the whipping post.”

      In the corner of my eye, Evolene gave me a tight nod. Hopefully, she would be able to slip away to get her father’s gold.

      “All right.” I took his arm and walked out of the room.

      Ascending the stairs leading to the royal box was a strange kind of torture. Each step added an extra boulder of panic into my gut, and by the time I reached the door, I wanted to double over and vomit. The only thing keeping me upright was Evolene’s underground stash of gold and the hope that the cat had given Master Jesper the final ingredient for the antidote.

      King Magnar turned to me. “You will comport yourself like a consort befitting the monarch of the Savannah Empire. No last-minute tricks or attacks.”

      I nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Why are you being so obedient?”

      “You’ll hurt my friends if I do anything wrong.”

      His features fell, but he covered up the expression with a blank mask. I clenched my teeth. King Magnar was probably the type of person who hated to be reminded of his ill deeds.

      He pushed the door open to a round of cheers and applause so loud it made my bones rattle. A gust of cool wind chilled my sweat-dampened skin, giving me the jolt I needed to step inside.

      The royal box felt smaller than it had during the Academy’s opening ceremony, and the two golden thrones resembled devices of torture. With my leather bodice tightening around my ribcage, it took an eternity to reach the podium on King Magnar’s arm. My head spun, and I gulped mouthfuls of air.

      He picked up the speaking horn. “Warriors and dragons of Mount Fornax!”

      Applause filled the air.

      “I present to you Princess Alba of Steppe, my soon-to-be bride, and the future Warrior Queen of Dragons!”

      Silence.

      I swallowed hard. They were probably expecting an update on the treason or attempt to steal his crown, not an announcement of his upcoming wedding. And no amount of loyalty elixir could explain how I had suddenly appeared in the middle of a tournament within a territory under quarantine.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “A-after the Academy’s opening ceremony, Princess Alba decided to stay for private lessons. General Thornicroft, among others, taught her to connect with dragon magic, a-a-and after I rescued Princes Alba from rogue alchemists, she consented to be my bride.”

      I pursed my lips. What a garbled mess of lies and half-truths.

      The warriors in the arena burst into applause, even if the dragons did not.

      “They knew you were Princess Alba all along,” said Fyrian. “King Magnar’s story is confusing.”

      King Magnar turned to someone standing by the door. “Master Roopal, do you have the vows?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      It was like a bucket of ice water over the head. “W-we’re getting married now?”

      “There is no time like the present,” replied King Magnar.

      “What about the sword and bouquet?”

      “Master Solum?”

      The dark-skinned dragon master reached under his seat and pulled out a box. “You asked for flowers with dragon scales the color of flames?” He flipped open its lid and pulled out some familiar-looking flowers. “These dandedragons grow close to the lightning tree. I found a few tiny blooms to make up your bouquet.”

      I clenched my teeth. Fyrian and I had passed a clump of these flowers on the way to the poppy field. If I’d known they were made up of scales instead of petals, I would have asked her to burn them down.

      “Master Klauw?” asked King Magnar.

      The small, ginger-haired male stepped forward and presented a silver scimitar that reminded me of Father’s Sword of Lightning. “It contains slowsilver that turns a mage’s magic into cold sparks, sharp enough to cut through stone.”

      King Magnar’s lips curved into a smile. “Try it.”

      Nausea crashed against the boulders of my belly and splashed the back of my throat. Somehow, King Magnar had tricked his way into obtaining the three items needed for the damsel denial to force our marriage. Its pink energy pushed my shaking hand toward the hilt of the Slowsilver Sword. I closed my fingers around its handle and pointed its blade to the skies.

      A hush fell across the arena, and I cringed. Of course, they’d all be watching.

      The second I pushed my magic through the sword’s hilt, cold sparks jumped from its blade, lengthening and angling into what appeared to be lightning.

      Wild cheers and applause broke out. Even the dragons roared their approval.

      King Magnar raised my free arm like I was some kind of victor. With his free hand, he shouted into the speaking horn, “Given the immense power of my bride, I think you agree she should be my new Savannah Sky Commander. Let the wedding begin!”

      Master Roopal stepped forward.

      I stepped back, heart beating as fast as dragonfly wings. “C-can’t we wait until after the war for that sort of thing?”

      “With you sneaking about behind my back sabotaging my efforts?” said King Magnar.

      “I…” My throat closed up. “Father will kill you.”

      “And you, my soon-to-be obedient bride and champion, will protect me from his wrath.”

      I clenched the sword and raised my arm to point its blade at his throat, but the pink magic around my heart squeezed tight. My fingers straightened, and the sword dropped to the red carpet.

      “W-why?”

      “Because you are the key to winning this war. With the Warrior Queen of Dragons at my side, victory is mine.”

      My insides froze. If I didn’t go through with the wedding, the damsel denial magic would kill me. And if I said those terrible vows, I would become King Magnar’s slave forever. My head swam. Fyrian was under the influence of the loyalty elixir and incapable of saving me. My best friends were under observation and couldn’t reach me if they wanted. The only ally I had left was the flying cat, who was likely under a sentence to kill on sight.

      A pink, fiery fist clamped around my heart, making me gasp. Tears gathered in my eyes. Right now, there was nobody I would rather kill than King Magnar. A pulse of pain shot through my chest for the treacherous thought.

      “A-all right,” I said between gasping breaths. “I’ll marry you. I’ll repeat your vows of obedience.”

      A hush fell across the arena and muttering broke out. Something was happening. I glanced down and found a crowd of warriors gathered on the ground beneath the royal box, waving their arms.

      “Your Majesty!” shouted their leader. “We found her on a half-dead camelops!”

      They parted, revealing a small, blonde figure of about four and a half feet in height. She wore a leather cadet’s uniform with a long skirt.

      My gaze snapped to King Magnar, whose face had turned the color of diluted milk.

      He leaned against the railings, letting his crown drop off his head. “Piper!”
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      A hush fell across the crowd. I clapped my hands over my mouth and stared down at the little girl. Her pigtails had unraveled, and dirt encrusted her face, but this was Piper, King Magnar’s youngest sister. The last I had heard of his four youngest sisters, they had accompanied King Magnar back to the Savannah Empire, and the spriggans had taken them captive as punishment for his failure to get the eggs.

      My throat dried. How in the Known World did she escape and how could she have reached Mount Fornax all alone?”

      “I have to get down there.” King Magnar bolted from the royal box.

      The guards and dragon masters rushed after him, and when the door slammed shut behind them, I glanced around for quick escapes. This was my opportunity to help create the antidote. No vicious, pink magic punished me for the thought, but my gaze turned back to the small figure lying on the ground. Maybe King Magnar’s sisters had learned something about the spriggans and sent Piper to share the vital information. Or they might have all tried to escape and all but her had perished.

      I rushed to the door, pushed it open, and hurried after the others. My plodding footsteps echoed on the stairwell, a far cry from the sweet pitter-patter of Princess’ feet. At the bottom of the staircase, I ran through the stone passageway and into the arena.

      The warriors stepped back a respectful distance from King Magnar’s sister, who clutched her hands to her chest and trembled. She carried no staff or weapon, making her journey across the drylands even more astounding.

      Up ahead, King Magnar skidded to a halt. “Piper?”

      “M-Maggie!” she raised her head, only to collapse again.

      King Magnar closed the distance, knelt, and scooped her up in his arms. “What happened to you?”

      As if reaching the safety of her brother’s arms had been her goal, the little girl’s eyes rolled to the back of her head, and she fell into a dead faint.

      “Healer. Now!” shouted King Magnar.

      A purple dragon appeared at his side.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he yelled. “She needs help, not a dragon ride!”

      I picked up my pace and pushed through the warriors. “This is the fastest route to the Healer’s Academy. Let me take her.”

      King Magnar hesitated before handing Piper over to me. I settled the girl on my hip and climbed onto the dragon’s front paw. After wrapping an arm around the dragon’s leg and securing a grip around a scale, I reached out and offered my hand to King Magnar. “Come with us.”

      He swallowed hard, climbed up onto the paw. “What happens next?”

      “Close your eyes, breathe deeply and hold on tight.” When I was sure he was settled, I shouted, “We’re ready.”

      The world around us twisted, and my stomach twisted in time with the displacement of air. By the time I’d completed a gasp, the purple dragon had taken us to the front lawn of the Healer’s Academy building.

      Piper whimpered, and I rubbed the girl on the back. “You’re safe now. It’s over. We’ll put you on a bed and get you something to drink.”

      King Magnar staggered off the dragon’s paw, doubled over and threw up on the grass. I rushed past him, through the double doors of the Healer’s Academy building and shouted, “Healer!”

      Nobody answered.

      Clutching Piper to my chest, I rushed through the hallway, peering through the doors. The wards that had previously held slumbering warriors stood empty, and in some, witches still lay sleeping in cots. I headed for the stairwell. The healers must all still be in the arena. As much as I hated to burden the troll, Master Jesper was my only hope.

      Descending the stairs two at a time, I hoped there would be someone in the laboratory. If anyone could work out what had happened to Piper, it would be Master Jesper, who unlike the male healers, had magic.

      I pushed the door open. Master Jesper crouched beside a bandaged Mr. Bacon. The alchemist sat up in his cot, sipping a meaty-smelling broth with a spoon.

      The troll’s eyes widened. “Whatever have you done to your—”

      “There’s no time to explain.” I set Piper down on one of the cots against the wall. “This is King Magnar’s sister. She’s somehow escaped the spriggans and travelled all the way here from the Savannah Empire. Can you check on her to make sure she’s not cursed or anything?”

      Master Jesper let out an exasperated breath. “If you insist.”

      I glared up at the troll and snapped, “There’s no one else to help her.”

      Master Jesper rose from Mr. Bacon’s bed and clomped across the laboratory.

      My lips pressed into a tight line. Of all the times to revert to its callous personality, why did it have to choose now? As I rose, I noticed all the extra markings on the walls. Master Jesper had strewn and crossed out alchemical symbols, as though trying to work out the missing ingredient to the antidote.

      “Let’s take a look, then.” Master Jesper’s voice slurred as though it hadn’t had a moment’s rest.

      Guilt clawed through my insides. With Evolene gone, there was no one left to help Master Jesper. Healers probably came down to the lab, demanding updates on the elixir to awaken the witches, and I was putting pressure on it to make the antidote to the loyalty elixir. I sighed. No wonder the poor troll was feeling the strain.

      King Magnar raced into the room and knelt by Piper’s side. “Is she cursed?”

      “Step away, Your Majesty,” said Master Jesper. “I’m just about to perform the diagnostic spells.”

      “Yes.” He rubbed his brow. “Very well.”

      As soon as King Magnar backed off, Master Jesper bathed the little girl with white magic. It swirled around her tiny figure, making her unraveled pigtails move. After a few moments, the troll hummed. “There is something, but it doesn’t look harmful.”

      I stiffened. The spriggans could have embedded an artifact inside her to get at the dragons.

      “What do you mean?” asked King Magnar.

      Master Jesper peered into the white light. “I’m not sure, but it will take the magic of half-a-dozen witches to unravel it. In addition to that, she's suffering from magical depletion, dehydration, and severe desanguination. It will take several days to synthesize enough blood to restore her to health.”

      “Take mine if it will help,” said King Magnar.

      The troll paused. “Are you complete siblings?”

      King Magnar nodded. “Will my blood help Piper?”

      “I will need to perform a few tests, but I don’t see why it shouldn’t,” said Master Jesper. It turned off the magic and bustled to the table, where it picked up a smaller staff and raised it at King Magnar. “May I?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Please.”

      “The vein-to-vein enchantment will pinch a little, but young Piper won’t feel a thing. For safety, please sit in a chair with a supportive back, in case she requires more than anticipated.”

      I rushed to the corner and pulled up a high-backed chair. King Magnar muttered his thanks and lowered himself onto the seat. Master Jesper pointed the small staff at the vein on the side of King Magnar’s neck. Red light shot out, making King Magnar grimace.

      My hands flew up to my chest in anticipation of the sight of blood, but nothing happened. Usually, with these kinds of medical treatments, blood flowed from one patient to another through a protected magical passage. Perhaps for the sake of delicacy, Master Jesper had added an invisibility spell to its blood transfusion enchantment.

      King Magnar became paler as the enchantment progressed, but Piper sighed.

      “Ah,” said Master Jesper. “Thank you for your donation.”

      “I didn’t do it for you,” muttered King Magnar.

      The troll beamed. “I am grateful nonetheless for the opportunity to save others.”

      I straightened. “Can we question her sooner?”

      King Magnar stiffened. “There will be no interrogation of my sister.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I snapped. “We still need to ask her how she escaped, what the spriggans did to her, and what happened to the other girls.”

      King Magnar’s face crumpled. He deflated before my eyes, doubled over in his chair, and pressed his head into his hands. His shoulders shook, as though wracked with sobs, and my throat dried. Had I said something wrong?

      “I know you despise me,” he said.

      My brows knitted together but I remained silent. After a few moments, he raised his head, revealing damp, bloodshot eyes. The kind found on stray hounds begging at the edge of the Capital Market. I reared back. Did he want me to reassure him that our encounters were mild squabbles? I would do no such thing, no matter how pathetic he looked.

      His shoulders slumped. “You do.”

      “What do you expect?” I spread my arms. “After everything you’ve done, you still have the nerve to trap me into being some kind of mindless, obedient, guard-wife. All you think about is yourself!”

      “No…” He shook his head. “I have a country and six sisters to protect.”

      Master Jesper huffed. “While your matrimonial strife is riveting, I still need to work out a way to awaken the witches. General Thornicroft is running out of time, and this young girl may be a hollow gift-horse filled with fairy curses that could kill us all. I do not need the distraction.”

      I shook my head. It was right. We were in the middle of several crises, most of which were created by King Magnar, and the fate of Mount Fornax mostly rested on the abilities of one troll.

      “Sorry.” I walked across the room toward the exit.

      King Magnar stood. “Where are you going?”

      “Giving Master Jesper some space,” I replied. “Are you coming?”

      King Magnar smoothed the hair off Piper’s face and pressed his lips on a clean patch of her forehead. It was the most human gesture I had ever seen him make.

      On his way to the door, he paused. “Master Jesper,” he croaked. “Please tell me if there is anything else you need to speed my sister’s recovery.”

      The troll glanced up from its leather tome. “My assistant, Madam Evolene needs to be excused from classes. She has an affinity with alchemy and can monitor my work while I experiment. At the current moment, Cadets Griffon and Perrault are the only clear-thinking ogres on the mountain. Please have them excused from classes, too. They can gather ingredients without constantly stopping to pay homage to you.”

      King Magnar inclined his head. “You will have them.”

      My heart soared. Did Master Jesper know they had been arrested? If not, it was a lucky coincidence to have asked for their assistance.

      The troll raised a finger. “And a large quantity of gold to produce my alkahest for the witches. Once they are awakened, the witches can divest young Piper of the dark fairy magic coursing through her small body.”

      King Magnar shuddered. When he opened his eyes, it was to stare long and hard at Master Jesper. I furrowed my brows. Surely he couldn’t suspect the troll of tricking him?

      He huffed a breath and said, “I will see to it that you have your assistants and the required gold.”
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      Just before leaving, I surveyed the laboratory for what I hoped wouldn’t be the last time. Master Jesper turned back to the alchemical formulae on the wall, shook its head, and crossed something out. Piper slumbered in a cot, her cheeks still covered in dirt, while Mr. Bacon sat up in his cot, still sipping the steaming broth by the spoonful. In the corner, General Thornicroft still lay comatose in an orange bubble of magic with that awful crossbow wound in his chest.

      A knot formed in my stomach, but I ignored it and continued toward the exit. Now that Piper was settled and in Master Jesper’s care, King Magnar would be free to continue his ridiculous forced marriage.

      King Magnar lurched forward and opened the door. Inclining his head, he said, “After you.”

      A sharp retort fell onto the tip of my tongue. Did this gentlemanly act mean he’d changed his mind about becoming my master? Before I could ask, a group of warriors hurried down the hallway.

      “Your Highness!” called a bald half-ogre clad in the red leather of a dragon rider. “How is Princess Piper?”

      “Stable for now,” he replied. “But cursed by spriggans.”

      The males gasped. Albens pushed his way to the front of the warriors. He held the crown King Magnar had dropped in the arena. “Sire, that magic—”

      “Master Jesper is redoubling its efforts to awaken the witches,” said King Magnar. His gaze landed on the crown. “Please give the troll as much gold as it needs to produce the elixir. Hand over my crown if you must.”

      Albens bowed.

      “And that brother of yours…” King Magnar’s lip curled. “Niger? Send him, Cadet Perrault, and Evolene to Master Jesper to begin their duties as his assistants.”

      The knot in my stomach loosened. Hopefully, this meant Niger’s brothers wouldn’t need to discipline him anymore.

      “We sent everybody to the mess hall for dinner,” said the bald dragon rider. “Master Roopal has set up a canopy of dandedragon flowers there should you wish to continue the wedding ceremony.”

      All the blood drained from my face and settled in my roiling stomach. I held my breath, waiting for his pronouncement.

      King Magnar wiped his brow with a handkerchief. “It’s late. Let’s just eat.”

      I took his arm and walked to the double doors of the Healer’s Academy. His entourage of dragon warriors walked to our front, back, and sides. Intimidating as the males might have been, their presence was a relief. At least King Magnar wouldn’t bring up the conversation about my feelings toward him.

      Outside, the setting sun cast blood-red streaks of light on the low-hanging clouds. A cool breeze blew strands of pale, platinum hair across my face. Whatever Master Jesper had done to fix the weathervane hadn’t completely worked, but at least they weren’t as black as they had been the night homunculi roamed the grounds.

      We walked around the banks of the Great Lake, which reflected the patchy sky. Dragons darted in and out of the clouds, some swooping low enough to reach up and touch. They probably wanted to catch a glimpse of King Magnar.

      My stomach rumbled.

      King Magnar gave the back of my hand a gentle tap. “Hungry, Princess Alba?”

      “Not really,” I muttered.

      “There is no need to be demure around me,” he replied. “We both know you’re no delicate damsel.”

      Some of the warriors around us snickered. I didn’t know why. None of them even knew Princess Alba. Part of me wanted to ask what they thought was so funny, but antagonizing King Magnar would result in a comment about my ill manners or illegitimate status and before I could swing a punch, the damsel denial would force me to repeat Master Roopal’s vows of obedience. So, instead of commenting, I clenched my teeth.

      A fresh breeze blew across the Great Lake, bringing with it an earthy scent that reminded me of the giant bodies of water in Mount Bluebeard.

      Healer Alabio, the male who had fixed my dislocated shoulder joined us. “Do you have quarters here, Princess Alba?”

      “She is residing in my sisters’ rooms in the royal suite,” replied King Magnar.

      I bristled. Now he made me sound like I’d been staying there with him since the opening ceremony.

      At the edge of the plateau, one of the warriors activated a stair-stone, and we made our way over a terrace of dragon mint stalks and through the barriers of the mess hall. The warm aroma of roasted meats filled my nostrils. My mouth watered and another rumble ripped through my stomach. I placed my hand on my belly and cringed. When was the last time I ate?

      All the chatter in the mess hall stopped, and hundreds of warriors turned to gape.

      My insides shriveled into sawdust. It was bad enough having them see me in the royal box, but this was such close quarters. I shrank into King Magnar, who gave my arm a reassuring squeeze. My heart sank. It was a sad day when I was seeking comfort from the wretch intent on ruining my life.

      “Tonight is a time for rest, relaxation, and reflection.” King Magnar spread his free arm out. “We have yet to discover what torments the spriggans are inflicting on the Savannah Empire and my beloved sisters. However, Princess Piper is receiving much-needed medical attention, and tomorrow, you are all invited to my wedding, which will take place here at noon.”

      The mess hall filled with cheers.

      “Come along.” King Magnar placed his hand on the small of my back. “We’ll get you fed.”

      The head table stood at the far end of the room. Behind it was a canopy of flowers whose colors seemed to flicker like flames. Someone had set up a second golden throne next to the one King Magnar occupied. I groaned. Was it too much to be relegated to the end of the table and ignored? Masters Fosco, Roopal, Solum, and Klauw sat on King Magnar’s side of the table, and the seats on the other side remained empty.

      I raised my chin and walked alongside King Magnar on trembling legs. For once, I was glad to be wearing a long skirt. The stares of the warriors we passed burned holes in my soul, but I tightened my stomach muscles, ignored the pounding of my heart against the boning of my bodice, and didn’t falter. Apart from the opening ceremony, I’d never been out in public as Princess Alba. The Magical Militia hardly counted, as it was an all-female sisterhood where titles didn’t matter. But here, among the dragon warriors, I was as prominent as Aunt Cendrilla herself.

      A commotion on the far left interrupted me from my thoughts. Gobi raced around the tables, grinning.

      “Princess Alba, Princess Alba! It’s me, your Uncle Gobi!”

      Rufus tried to hold him back, but the young half-ogre didn’t even seem to notice.

      King Magnar paused. “Do you know this cadet, Princess Alba?”

      My dislocated shoulder throbbed in reminder of the sparring session that had gone horribly wrong.

      “Now’s your chance for revenge,” said Fyrian. “If you say no, he’ll be embarrassed in front of Magnar.”

      Gobi towered over me, cheeks pink, eyes bright with hope. I must have paused too long because his smile faltered. My heart sank. I was probably the only blood relative he had seen since his mother had died, and instead of taking him in, Father had relegated him to Mount Fornax.

      “Alba?” murmured King Magnar.

      “You’re Father’s younger brother, Gobi. He told me all about you.”

      His eyes widened, and he said in a small voice. “T-the Prince Regent mentioned me?”

      “He’s very proud of his brother, the youngest dragon mage in history.”

      Gobi’s chest swelled several inches. “T-that is right!

      I broke away from King Magnar and slipped my hand into Gobi’s. Excited chatter broke out among the warriors, but I paid them no heed. We’d already established our familial relationship, and Gobi was just a boy. “Come and sit with me at the head table and tell me all about your time here at Mount Fornax.”

      His face broke out into a smile so genuine, it made my heart twist. “C-can I bring my friend?”

      “Of course, you can.”

      Rufus bowed. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      I smiled back. “You’re most welcome, Cadet Griffon.”

      His patches of red bloomed from his cheeks down to his beard, and he gave me another bow.

      Now that I had my two classmates sitting with me at the head table, things didn’t feel so bad. Warriors approached, offering their heartfelt congratulations on our upcoming nuptials. Many introduced themselves with anecdotes of how they were connected to the Noble House of Bluebeard through marriage or from fighting under Father’s banner during the Great Dragon Revolution.

      I would have told them I hadn’t consented to marrying King Magnar, but the damsel denial kept a tight grip on my heart. It didn’t matter since the loyalty elixir would have addled their brains.

      Later, Albens and his group of mages entered the mess hall. “Your Majesty, we investigated how Princess Piper was able to enter Mount Fornax. One of our team found a Magical Militia witch outside the territory, pulling down quarantine wards.”

      King Magnar nodded. “Are we now free to pass through the wards?”

      “Not quite, Sire. Madam Maritimus and her subordinates must have locked down the territory before succumbing to the plague.”

      He nodded. “Master Jesper has until tomorrow morning to awaken the witches. After the wedding, my new bride and Sky Commander will lead you in battle.”

      The males cheered, and Albens brows drew together. “Forgive me, but is Princess Alba tested in battle?”

      I sat up straight. At last, a voice of reason.

      “Her pedigree speaks for itself. My bride is the daughter of the wielder of the Sword of Lightning, a General within the Fairy Fighting Force, and the niece of the Warrior Queen of Ogres herself. Queen Cendrilla fought the Great Dragon Revolution at the age of seventeen, and the Dragon Queen Alba of Savannah will be just as victorious!”

      “Dragon Queen!” shouted a rider.

      “Dragon Queen!” shouted a voice from within a crowd.

      King Magnar raised his goblet. “All hail the Dragon Queen Alba of Savannah!”

      Every male in the mess hall gave King Magnar a standing ovation, chanting a cacophony of epithets in my honor. They all seemed to have forgotten that Aunt Cendrilla had fought numerous battles, including liberating the United Kingdom of Seven from rogue alchemists, before becoming victorious in the Great Dragon Revolution. They’d also forgotten about the devastating defeat she suffered that had required her to seek the dragons’ help in taking back Steppe.

      I slid down my seat, trying to stay out of notice. A futile effort, considering King Magnar had whipped everyone up into a fervor at my family’s accomplishments, and Gobi raised my arm in the air as if I’d already liberated the Savannah Empire and put the spriggans in their graves.

      Eventually, Gobi released my arm, and I slumped in my seat, staring down at my plate of roasted mammoth trunk.

      “Excuse me, Your Highness,” said a quiet voice.

      I raised my head. Eyepatch stood in front of me, holding a platter containing pumpkin soup, baked salmon set within a bed of roasted vegetables, and cinnamon-baked pears.

      He swallowed. “I-I-I noticed you weren’t eating, Your Highness, and I pulled together the kind of meal your cousin would like. I-is that all right?”

      I smiled. “Thank you…”

      “Cobbs, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Cobbs. It looks delicious.” I pushed my plate away and leaned aside to let Eyepatch set the tray in front of me.

      “It’s an honor.” He scurried away, face aflame.

      I put my head down and ate with gusto, listening with half an ear to Gobi’s account of lessons at Mount Fornax.

      At the end of the evening, we stepped out of the wards of the mess hall into the terrace. Outside, a crescent moon hung like a scimitar in a sky of the darkest indigo. Dragon moths flittered overhead, their wings shimmering like silver in the moonlight. King Magnar said, “I am going to see Piper. My dragon guard will walk you to the royal suite.”

      I glanced over his shoulder at the quartet of dragon masters. Even if I had planned to escape, I would never get past Master Fosco’s teleportation or Master Klauw’s speed as a rapier red. Master Solum’s or Master Roopal’s abilities were still unknown to me, but neither of them appeared to be easy to slip. “I’ll come with you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You want to see those cadets.”

      “They’re my friends.”

      “After our marriage, I could forbid you from ever speaking to them.”

      I swallowed hard. “And you could keep me in a tower or locked up underground until you have use for me. Isn’t that what King Calder did to your mother?”

      His face reddened. “You would dare compare me to that… that brute!”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “How would you describe a person who makes others fight against their will? You could have helped us find the antidote, taken a bit of credit for defeating the alchemists, and later negotiated the dragons’ help in your war, but you’ve taken things too far.”

      King Magnar’s expression blanked, and his gaze slid to the dragon masters behind me. None of them commented or asked what I meant. He turned back to me, his lips pressed together in an angry line. I raised my chin. I was right, and he knew it. Even the way his eyes dipped told me he was having doubts about his plans.

      My heart swelled with the heat of an upcoming victory. If I could appeal to the side of him who had saved his sisters from their father’s plans to absorb their magic and life-force, he might rethink his plans to drag the residents of Mount Fornax into a war.

      Before I could speak, he said, “As a condition of our marriage, I forbid you from bringing up that subject.”

      The damsel denial tightened around my heart, making me wince. I didn’t even know it could be twisted in that manner.
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        * * *

      

      Master Jesper and Evolene had rearranged the laboratory so that a huge cauldron hovered in the middle of the room. They’d relegated the large table to the back, where pestles and mortars ground ingredients by magic.

      Green flames crackled from within the cauldron, which lit up the room with streaks of yellow and blue. Above the rim, alchemical symbols danced and swirled in spiral patterns.

      “Wonderful work,” cried King Magnar. “How close are you to healing the witches?”

      Master Jesper pointed its staff at the cauldron, making everything freeze. “Your donation of gold certainly helped, Your Highness. I have pulled a selection of witches from the wards upstairs to test the first version of my alkahest solution.”

      I glanced at Evolene, who stared back at me with wide eyes. She swallowed several times, wringing her hands as though the sight of King Magnar filled her with dread. It wasn’t surprising considering the number of times he’d threatened Stafford.

      Clasping his hands behind his back, King Magnar strolled to where Piper lay and perched himself on the edge of her bed. Someone, probably Evolene, had cleaned the little girl’s face and re-braided her pigtails.

      He took her hand. “I’m doing everything I can to free our sisters and the Savannah Empire from the spriggans.”

      Piper lay as still as death. I wanted to ask why she’d been strong enough to make the journey but hadn’t regained consciousness since getting medical attention, but something King Magnar whispered caught my attention.

      “I hope you will still love me when you discover the extent of my atrocities.” He pressed his lips to her knuckles, repositioned her arm, and stood.

      My heart sank. It appeared that he had absorbed everything I had told him and decided to enslave us all anyway.
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      My chest became tighter and tighter throughout the walk from the Healer’s Academy. By the time we passed under the archway into the reception courtyard, the crowd of warriors surrounding us made me feel like a moth trapped in a giant’s fist. I kept my head down, focusing on the dozens of footsteps trampling the sandstone, marching me to what would be my prison for the night.

      “Your Highness?” asked a voice.

      I raised my head and met Albens’ gaze. “Yes?”

      He inclined his head. “It will be an honor to serve under you in the upcoming war.”

      King Magnar patted me on the wrist. “I’m so pleased you’ve already gained the trust and loyalty of the elite warriors. Captain Griffon will be an asset to your war room.”

      I could only nod. At this stage, reasoning with King Magnar had proven futile, as had trying to reach the dragons and warriors through the loyalty elixir. My only choice was to play along until I found a way to prevent the start of the war and trust that my friends and Master Jesper were working behind the scenes on the antidote to the loyalty elixir.

      “Allow me.” Healer Alabio opened the door, activating the lights.

      The royal suite turned out to be a fancier version of our dorms: a well-appointed common room with plush, velvet sofas, polished sandstone low tables, and matching drapes on windows that looked out into the lawns. There were four doors, which I assumed led to bedrooms.

      King Magnar released my hand and turned his cool, turquoise gaze to me. “Is there anything you need before you retire, Princess Alba?”

      I could think of many things. My glamor, my breeches, an absence of the wretched damsel denial. Instead, I shook my head.

      “See to it that my bride-to-be does not wander around at night,” he said to Albens.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Albens and his team of mages bowed.

      King Magnar grabbed my wrist. “One more thing.” He raised my knuckles to his lips. “Good night, Princess Alba.”

      Irritation prickled my skin, and my hand closed into a fist. But the damsel denial magic tightened around my heart, making my left arm go limp. I huffed out a breath. It was a sad day when I couldn’t give the wretch a well-deserved punch in the mouth.

      He dropped my hand and turned to the room with a golden crown on the door.

      Albens bowed and gestured to the door at the far side of the common room. “This way, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you.” I strode past the velvet sofas toward the room. King Magnar hadn’t directly ordered me not to wander about at night. If I could find a window or skylight, I might be able to get out and help with the antidote. Or at least find the flying cat and see if it had managed to steal the parchment.

      The royal bedroom was a larger version of the study-bedroom in my dorms. Instead of a cot, a plush four-poster took pride of place, and instead of a study desk, there was a dressing table. The washstand was exactly the same as the one in my dorm, except this one had a much larger mirror. I stepped into the room and bade Albens and the other warriors a good night.

      After pulling the stool to the middle of the room, I stood on it and stretched up to the skylight. The crescent moon shone through the clouds, but I found no handles, latches or fastenings. But a dragon might be able to loosen it with her claws.

      I reached into our bond. “Fyri, where are you?”

      “At the drinking pool. Do you know there are guards everywhere? They told me I can’t leave.”

      My shoulders slumped, and I stepped down and walked to the window. They probably didn’t want her flying to my rescue. “Where’s this pool?”

      “On the interior side of the waterfalls.” Fyrian sent me an image of a vast body of water illuminated by thousands of dragon moths. Dozens of dragons stood at its banks, lapping at the water.

      “Don’t you have troughs in your stalls?”

      “It’s much tastier from the source,” she replied.

      “Right.” I pulled the curtains open. Two warriors standing outside my window turned and inclined their heads. With a growl, I pulled them shut. “Did any of the dragons give you a hard time because I got arrested?”

      A giddy warmth flooded our bond. “Actually, they all want to be my friend. They’re calling you the Queen of Dragons.”

      I rubbed my temples and lowered myself onto the edge of the four-poster. “Are you sure you can’t sneak away?”

      “Everybody’s watching me and being so nice. I don’t think they’d let me go anywhere on my own.” She gave me a mental shrug and continued drinking.

      I ran my fingers through my hair and snarled. There had to be a way to stop King Magnar’s plans. If I could wait until everyone was asleep, sneak out, and hide in one of Evolene’s tunnels, then there would be no Savannah Sky Commander to lead the war. I shook my head. The damsel denial would interpret that as hiding from the wedding and probably kill me.

      Sitting on the bed complaining wasn’t getting me any closer to saving Mount Fornax. I threw myself back, closed my eyes, and sank into the soft, feather mattress. In a few hours, the warriors outside my room would be asleep, and I would sneak out and help with the antidote. For now, I’d just have to close my eyes and wait.
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        * * *

      

      Heavy knocking on my door jolted me out of my slumber. My eyes snapped open, and I tumbled off the bed, landing on my hands and knees. “Huh?”

      “His Majesty wants you ready in twenty minutes, Your Highness.”

      I glared at the door. Sunlight streamed into the room from the skylight, making me groan. How in the Known World could I have overslept?

      “Good morning,” said Fyrian. “You missed a really good celebration last night!”

      “What happened?”

      “Master Solum let me out of the mountain. He and the other black dragons went to the poppy fields and roasted me a rabbit rex. It was delicious.”

      I shook my head. I must have been affected by the poppies through our bond. That would teach me for leaving it wide open while I slept. After splashing water on my face and detangling my hair with my fingers, I walked to the end of the room and flung the door open.

      King Magnar stood on the threshold of the room, fists raised as though to knock on the door. He sniffed. “Come along, our subjects await.”

      We stepped out of the royal suite, only to find every single warrior in Mount Fornax crowded on the courtyard. I stifled a groan. Were the effects of the loyalty elixir getting worse? I’d never heard of ogres missing a hearty meal for anything other than a fight, and there was absolutely nothing urgent or exciting about King Magnar that couldn’t wait until after breakfast.

      One of the mages who worked with Albens carried over a bench. “You may give your morning speech from here, Your Majesty.”

      He hopped on the bench and pulled me up. “Warriors of Mount Fornax,” he said in a nasal voice. “I stand before you not as your King, but as your Commander-in-chief. Today, we battle, for the wards around our lands will fall, freeing us to reclaim the Savannah Empire from the tyranny of the spriggans!”

      The warriors raised their fists and cheered.

      As soon as their voices died down, I asked, “How do we kill spriggans who can appear and disappear at will like a purple dragon?”

      He smirked. “Captain Griffon will teach the riders of purple dragons how to perform the miraculous feat of battle magic we witnessed yesterday in the tournament.”

      The warriors gave him a round of polite applause instead of enthusiastic cheers. Deep down, they had to know it would be impossible to learn Albens’ trick before war broke out.

      My pulse flickered within my dry throat. A few more questions like this, and maybe I could get a few of the warriors thinking about alternative ways to show their loyalty to King Magnar.

      I cleared my throat. “The spriggans have had centuries to develop ways to capture and enslave dragons. What methods do we have to counter these?”

      King Magnar’s face twisted into a crooked smile. “Ha, ha! Forgive my bride. She’s having a few last-minute nerves about being a married woman, if you know what I mean.”

      Snickers filled the reception courtyard, accompanied by bawdy chatter about skittish maidens. I curled my lip and glared at King Magnar. How dare he make jokes at my expense?

      Holding my elbow in a firm grip, he stepped off the bench and headed for the mess hall. His retinue of guards parted the crowds, giving us easy passage. As soon as we reached the stair stone, he hissed, “Are you trying to lose this campaign before it even starts?”

      “Nobody’s thinking straight,” I hissed back, “not even you! We don’t have a single weapon against the spriggans. The alchemists were working on something. Why don’t you wait until Master Jesper can create a weapon?”

      “We must strike now while we have momentum.” He glided down the stairs with the poise of a gentleman descending into a ball.

      I curled my lip and pulled my elbow out of his grip. King Magnar was descending into madness, and he wasn’t going to pull me down with him. “We’re more likely to kill innocent civilians if we invade Savannah with dragons.”

      “Dragon fire kills spriggans,” he snapped. “Did you not see at the border?”

      “The fire of a sleeping dragon, but they won’t be joining your stupid war,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Then wake them.” He strode down the terrace of dragonmint, his arms half raised, palms facing upward, and head lifted in triumph as though he’d solved all the world’s problems with his glib solution.

      I rushed after him, glaring at the back of his blonde head. Even without a crown, his wretched hair shone like spun gold. It made me want to harvest it to see if it would work as the missing ingredient for the antidote.

      Master Fosco bounded down the stairs and pushed past. “If I may speak freely, Your Majesty?”

      “What is it?”

      “Once a sleeping dragon has been awakened, it is nearly impossible to get them to wake until they have completed a sleep cycle.”

      “How long is that?” King Magnar paused outside the barrier to the mess hall.

      “Three moons.”

      King Magnar shook his head. “We don’t have that much time to waste. My original strategy to overwhelm them with numbers is sufficient.”

      He stepped into the mess hall.

      Master Fosco’s features clouded, but in seconds, they smoothed out and he said, “Very good, Your Majesty.”

      I pursed my lips and followed them both inside. Pointing out the dangers of invading the Savannah Empire unprepared should have at least made somebody pay attention, but the loyalty elixir was just too strong.

      “You should trust Magnar to win despite the odds,” said Fyrian.

      “But he’s not fighting,” I replied.

      “What?”

      “His Sky Commander fights in his place. Don’t your dragon friends know this?”

      Fyrian went quiet for a very long time. That had to be a good sign. “I-I’ll ask.”

      Since everyone had crowded the reception courtyard, only a few servers occupied the mess hall. Eyepatch ushered me to my golden throne and brought a breakfast of sausages served with fried potatoes and chunks of stripy antelope cheese. A lead weight of dread filled my stomach, but I forced myself to eat in case I needed the energy for later.

      The mess hall filled, and warriors gathered around the serving tables for breakfast rolls the sizes of dinner plates. There were no spits or griddles this morning, and I wondered if the chefs were busy preparing a wedding feast, war rations, or both.

      Minutes into our meal, King Magnar leaned into me. “I hear you’ve been spreading discord among the dragons.”

      “When would I have had the chance to do such a thing?”

      “Though your telepathic link,” he snarled. “Master Solum tells me the green and black dragons are agitated because I won’t be leading them into war.”

      “It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

      He bared his teeth. “Once we’re wed, you become a member of the Savannah royal family. And the loyalty they have to me will spread to you.”

      “I refuse to let anyone blindly follow me into a war we can’t win.”

      “You won’t have a choice.”

      “I’ll make you regret—” The magic clenched my heart, and I dropped my fork and gasped. Threatening King Magnar had activated the damsel denial’s punishment.

      He shook his head. “In time, you will learn your place. Finish your breakfast. I want you battle-ready before noon.”

      I closed my fists around my knife and fork, shaking at the injustice of it all. If only I had let Niger arrest King Magnar for being in league with the alchemists. The damsel denial wouldn’t have activated, and we could have hidden him away and found the antidote to the loyalty potion at our leisure. That one act of compassion had backfired in such a terrible and unstoppable manner. My only hope was that Master Jesper had failed to produce the alkahest for the witches, and we’d all be stuck behind the wards, unable to leave Mount Fornax.
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      After breakfast, King Magnar wanted to return to the Healer’s Academy to check on his little sister. When we reached the basement, the laboratory door was closed, and Master Jesper stood outside in the hallway with its arms folded.

      “Is Piper awake?” asked King Magnar.

      The troll shook its head. “She awoke several hours ago but was in such a distressed state, I had to sedate her.”

      His face dropped. “What happened? What did she say?”

      Master Jesper rubbed its chin. “Nothing intelligible, I’m afraid. She was mostly thrashing about and trying to hurt herself.”

      “Was it the dark magic?”

      “No. It’s still unactivated.”

      My brows drew together. In all the time I had known the troll, Master Jesper had never stood in the hallway to guard the laboratory. It had always performed a spell. Perhaps all the non-stop work had finally caught up and exhausted its magic. King Magnar’s guards gathered behind us, muttering among themselves.

      King Magnar tried to pass. “I must see her.”

      “She is resting.” Master Jesper didn’t move aside.

      Albens stepped forward. “Let His Majesty through.”

      Master Jesper rubbed its head. “Ah… My apologies,” it said in an overly loud voice. “Here I thought my patient’s rest and recuperation was of the utmost importance. I will step aside and let you enter.”

      A jolt of excitement made my heart accelerate. That had to be the strangest thing I’d ever heard the troll say. It had to be hiding something. Even King Magnar narrowed his eyes. He was about to speak when Master Jesper stepped aside and slammed the door open.

      King Magnar stepped inside. “What is the progress with the witches?”

      The troll pressed its palms together. “Experiments are looking favorable.”

      I followed King Magnar into the laboratory. The table had returned to the middle of the room, with no sign of the giant cauldron. Evolene sat at Mr. Bacon’s bedside, her arms folded neatly across her lap, watching over the bandaged alchemist eat his porridge. From the lack of activity in the room, whatever they had been making the night before had been a success.

      Piper lay in her cot, looking pale. King Magnar ran his fingertips over her round cheek. “With all the care and attention she should have received at your hands, why doesn’t she seem any better?”

      “I do not follow,” said Master Jesper.

      I chewed my lip. Couldn’t Master Jesper be less evasive? Evolene was clearly pretending to take care of Mr. Bacon. One didn’t have to know the pair’s mannerisms to suspect they were plotting something. I glanced around to the far corner. There was also no sign of General Thornicroft and his magic healing bubble. Pulling my shoulders back, I sucked in a deep breath. If these two didn’t stop acting strangely, they would alert everyone’s suspicion. I needed to distract King Magnar.

      “Your Majesty.” I hurried to his side and placed my palm on his shoulder. “When the witches found you outside the wards, you looked even worse.”

      He turned around, turquoise eyes fixed on my hand. “I did?”

      “It took several days for them to drain the dark magic from your system. Piper can’t recover overnight.”

      “I… see.” He glanced over my shoulder at Master Jesper. “How soon can you awaken the witches?”

      The troll wrung its hands. “As I said, experiments are underway. I did not want to risk the entire population—”

      “I only need enough witches to lower the wards,” snapped King Magnar.

      Master Jesper swept into a low bow. “Then I will endeavor to give the elixir to Madam Maritimus and her team.”

      “They need to be ready for work by noon.”

      “Of course,” said the troll a little too smoothly to be telling the truth.

      “Something isn’t right.” King Magnar squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his temples. I twisted my features into an expression of concern and gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder. Anything to distract him from this direction of thought. With a grimace, he batted my hand away and glared at Master Jesper.

      I widened my eyes. “Your Majesty, are you well? Perhaps we should—”

      “Where are those two cadets?” he snapped.

      “Out fetching spring water,” Master Jesper replied without missing a beat.

      “Bring them here for questioning.”

      “But any setbacks in obtaining the water will delay—”

      “My men will bring all the spring water you need. I want to see Cadets Griffon and Perrault, now!”

      Master Jesper shook its head and sighed. “Your Majesty, I must protest at this interference in my—”

      Albens pointed his sword at its throat. “Silence, troll. His Majesty is right. You are hiding something.”

      The entire room went still. Master Jesper didn’t move, although panic flashed across its quicksilver eyes. Evolene wrapped her arms around her middle, as though holding herself back from bolting out of the room, and Mr. Bacon stopped eating his porridge to listen. My own throat dried. While I had absolutely no idea what was happening, I knew we were about to get caught.

      “Princess Piper,” Albens growled.

      “What about her?” King Magnar’s voice rose several octaves.

      “She is a witch?”

      He gulped. “Yes?”

      “She does not smell right.”

      “I-it’s the dark fairy magic, you see…” said Master Jesper. “It’s interfering with—”

      “She does not smell like a witch!”

      Everyone, including me, turned to stare at Piper. The little girl lay unmoving in her cot, although her chest rose and fell. This entire incident reminded me of the time Niger worked out my identity when Master Jesper removed the glamor over my scent. If this wasn’t Piper, who or what could it be?

      “Wake her.” King Magnar’s voice went dangerously soft.

      My pulse pounded hard within my dry throat. There was nothing intimidating about King Magnar, but his influence over the population of Mount Fornax, combined with his terrible personality made him a terrifying force to behold.

      Healer Alabio pushed himself through the crowd of warriors at the door and uncorked a vial of foul-smelling salts. “This will wake Princess Piper, but if they used magic to subdue her, this won’t be enough.”

      “Try.” King Magnar raised the little girl’s upper body off the bed and positioned her against his chest.

      The healer waved the salts under Piper’s nose. Her nostrils twitched, and she spluttered. “Hey!”

      King Magnar cupped her cheek. “Piper, are you well?”

      “W-what’s happening?”

      He turned to Master Jesper. “You said she was hysterical. She is clearly not. Explain yourself before my warriors make an example of you.”

      The door to the side room opened, and Dr. Duclair flew out, holding her staff. The tiny witch said, “Quiet, all of you, some people are trying to convalesce!”

      I stepped back, gaping at the tiny witch gliding into the room. Her bright yellow hair hung lank around her shoulders, a change from how it usually puffed out around her head like a dandelion seed. Her flying cloak billowed behind her like a flying carpet. If she was awake, then it meant that Master Jesper had used King Magnar’s gold to help the witches and not to produce the antidote to the loyalty elixir.

      My spirits plummeted through the soles of my boots. I had hoped my friends had been working behind the scenes to sabotage the war. That had been the only thing keeping me going while I stood at King Magnar’s side. I had hoped that Master Jesper would at least keep the witches asleep. Because now that they were awake, they could pull down the wards around Mount Fornax, leaving everyone free to start the war against the spriggans.

      “Dr. Duclair,” I asked. “How long have you been awake?”

      She glided through the doorway and rested the butt of her six-feet-tall staff on the ground. “Since around breakfast time, I suppose. Master Jesper very kindly updated me on all the happenings since we shut down the wards.”

      “How soon can you open them up again?” asked King Magnar.

      The doctor placed her hand on her chest. “Me? I’m merely a physician. You’ll need a security witch to perform any ward-based enchantments.”

      “Then where is Madam Maritimus?” King Magnar pointed at the door leading to the other room. “Search for her in there. If you can’t find her, check the wards.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Albens bowed and headed toward the adjoining room.

      Dr. Duclair pointed her staff to the door, and with a blast of magic, she sealed it shut. “I will not allow warriors to ogle recuperating witches!”

      Healer Alabio stepped forward. “Allow me.”

      The doctor pointed her staff at him. “Stay back, Alabio!”

      A vein in King Magnar’s temple pulsed. He raised his chin and glowered. “I command you to open that door.”

      The older witch folded her arms across her chest. “In my hospital, we do things my way.”

      I scratched my head. Why didn’t she fawn over him like the warriors and dragons? And since when were male healers not allowed to treat witches?

      Albens unsheathed a long, thin sword with a transparent, crystal blade. “Permission to arrest Dr. Duclair for treason, Your Majesty.”

      I stepped back, staring from the unusual weapon to the witch’s defiant face. The doctor seemed exactly as contemptuous of King Magnar as she had been before the plague. This could only mean one thing: the high concentration of gold in the witches’ alkahest had reversed the loyalty elixir.

      Dr. Duclair narrowed her eyes. “Stand down, Captain Griffon. I have no argument with you.”

      “You disrespect my King!” Albens swung at the crystal tip of her staff.

      The doctor somersaulted through the air and shot white light at Albens. It caught the tip of his sword, making it glow as red as freshly spilled blood.

      I stepped back, clapping my hand over my mouth. Blood!

      Master Jesper had taken King Magnar’s blood supposedly to heal Piper. What if he had siphoned it to a container instead of the little girl? It would make sense, considering Albens said she didn’t smell like a witch. And it would also explain Doctor Duclair’s defiance.

      Four of the mages who worked with Albens rushed into the room, crystal swords raised.

      “Apologies for my actions. There isn’t enough time to explain.” Blue light shot out of her staff, creating a transparent barrier.

      Albens lowered his sword. “Wait!”

      It was too late. As soon as his colleagues’ crystal blades touched her barrier, they froze. Ice encased their blades, spread up the hilts of their swords and crawled up their skin. Dr. Duclair pursed her lips at the immobilized warriors before dashing through the door to the adjacent room.

      King Magnar whirled on Evolene. “What is happening?”

      Eyes rounding, she cowered into her high-backed chair. “I-I don’t know.”

      “Have that witch arrested, too.”

      I stepped forward. “She didn’t do anything—”

      “Your Majesty!” Captain Caiman burst into the laboratory. Behind him were four warriors holding Niger and Stafford by the arms. “These two were trying to poison the drinking water.”

      Realization hit me like a boulder to the gut, making my eyes bulge. Master Jesper had completed the antidote and had sent Niger and Stafford to administer it to the dragons!

      King Magnar’s nostrils flared. “What?”

      Captain Olseni, the half-ogre who performed with the triune of dragons, entered holding two handfuls of vials the color of oxblood. “They were about to throw these into the water.”

      “The antidote.” King Magnar’s voice was colder than pink snow. “Did any of that substance enter the water?”

      “We don’t know, Your Majesty,” said Captain Caiman.

      He turned to Niger and Stafford. “Did you pour the antidote into the drinking water?”

      Neither of them spoke.

      His nostrils flared, and fury burned in his eyes. “Arrest everybody in this room. The troll, the witch, their patients, whoever might be posing as my sister, and my bride!”
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      I backed away from Albens, raising my palms in a gesture I hoped would make me look innocent. “Nobody put any antidotes into the water, you’re just coming to conclusions.”

      In a fluid movement, Albens sheathed his crystal-bladed sword and pulled out a larger version of my Parched Sword. “Antidotes? Captain Caiman said it was poison.”

      “Think about it.” My back hit the edge of the large table, and I suppressed a grimace. “Why would Niger, who has five brothers in Mount Fornax, poison the water?”

      Stafford raised his hand. “I don’t have any family, but I wouldn’t poison anyone, either!”

      As if the logic of my argument had trickled through the fog of the elixir, the warriors exchanged confused looks.

      “Ignore her,” snapped King Magnar. “Arrest them all!”

      Albens advanced and reached for my arm. I jumped aside, skittered back around King Magnar, and wrapped one arm around his middle. After pulling thick clouds over my bond with Fyrian, I pressed my palm against his throat. “Come any closer, and I’ll burn your precious little ruler with my bare hands.”

      King Magnar scoffed. “You couldn’t even if you tried. The damsel denial forbids you to attack my person.”

      I clenched my teeth. “It doesn’t stop me from using you as a human shield.”

      Albens’ face turned crimson. “Traitor! You would dare threaten our beloved King?”

      “Ignore her,” snapped King Magnar. “She’s bluffing.”

      “You,” I said to Captain Olseni. “Place those vials on the floor or he burns.”

      The mossy-haired warrior’s eyes bulged. “I must protect His Majesty’s life at all costs!” Bending his knees, he lowered the vials onto the sandstone floor.

      “No!” cried King Magnar.

      “Good.” My gaze flickered to Evolene, who stood at the other end of the room, holding her staff. I gave her a nod, which I hoped would communicate that I needed her to move the vials into my pocket. “Now, everybody back away.”

      Albens stepped closer and raised his Parched Sword. His lips tightened, nostrils flared, and he sharpened his gaze with the look of a person about to do something that required a good aim.

      I twisted and pulled King Magnar back into his line of sight. No damsel denial magic struck at my heart. I had no intentions of hurting him or of escaping the wedding at noon. All I wanted were those vials and a chance to pour them into the nearest drinking hole.

      I drew my hand away from his neck and pushed flames through my fingertips. “Don’t be the reason why King Magnar gets burned.”

      Albens growled. The sound sent a jolt of fear through my heart, and I squeezed King Magnar tighter. Not enough to hurt him, but enough for Albens to realize that any attack on me would hurt us both.

      “You won’t get away with this, Princess Alba,” said King Magnar through gritted teeth. “You and your accomplices are surrounded, outnumbered and outmatched. However, if you cease this foolishness now, there will be no executions.”

      I stiffened. He had to be bluffing. It was hard to tell. Someone who would take advantage of loyalty potions to send warriors and dragons to their deaths might well carry out such sentences on those who tried to stop him. “You would—”

      A meaty hand tightened around my wrist, another clamped around my neck and lifted me off the ground. “Got you,” snarled a harsh voice. It belonged to Captain Olseni, the rider of the red triplets. “Traitor Princess!”

      “Get off me!” I dug my nails into the warrior’s fingers and tried to peel them off my neck, but it was a futile effort. He was too strong.

      King Magnar stepped away, rubbing his neck. “T-Thank you, Captain.”

      “Should I squeeze her neck until her eyes pop out, Sire?”

      “No!” He raised both hands. “But you may bring her to the mess hall for an immediate marriage.”

      The interior door of the laboratory slammed open, and General Thornicroft barreled out, flanked by Dr. Duclair and Madam Maritimus. His entire chest was bandaged.

      “Freeze!” He held out two massive palms, shooting white flames from each finger.

      Red magic shot out of Madam Maritimus’ staff and hit the half-ogre holding me. His fingers straightened, releasing me to the ground.

      I fell in a low crouch. Glass tinkled deep within the pockets of my skirts. A quick glance at the floor told me the vials were missing from where Captain Olseni had left them. Up above, magic from the witches’ staffs and fire attacks from the mages filled the laboratory.

      BOOM!

      Smoke filled the laboratory, making everybody cough. Keeping low, I sent a silent word of thanks to Evolene for slipping the vials into my pockets and to whoever had thrown the explosive and obscured my escape.

      I crawled on my hands and knees around doubled-over warriors and into the hallway. Cool, fresh air filled my lungs. Inhaling deeply, I glanced over my shoulder. Smoke billowed through the opening in the doorway. My stomach dropped, and I quickened my movements.

      Strong arms picked me off the floor and set me on my feet. “Princess Alba,” said a cadet. “What happened to you?”

      I widened my eyes. “There was an accident. King Magnar has fallen! I’m going upstairs to the healer to get help.”

      “I will come with you.”

      “No! Save my beloved.” My insides cringed as I said the words. I sounded like I actually cared for the wretched King.

      The cadet gave me a sharp nod and raced into the room, only to trip over and fall onto his face.

      Holding my skirt above my ankles, I jogged down the hallway. Glass vials clinked together with every step, encouraging me to hurry before the smoke wore off and the warriors came after me.

      BZZZZZZZZZZT!

      The high-pitched sound pierced my eardrums, and I stumbled forward, clapping my hands over my ear. The explosive had triggered some kind of hazard alarm.

      A small body collided into my side. “Put this on!”

      “Evolene?”

      She shoved a bundle into my arms. “Quick!”

      I shoved on the invisibility cloak, just in time for the stairwell doors to fly open and six burly healers to burst into the hallway, each holding what looked like giant hand cannons. Evolene and I threw ourselves against the walls, out of the males’ way. I closed my eyes and shuddered. We had left Master Jesper, Stafford, and Niger alone with King Magnar fanatics.

      I was about to turn back when Evolene pulled on my arm. “Hurry.”

      “What about the others?” I whispered.

      “Everyone on our side placed an antidote under their tongues just in case. The sleeping gas won’t last forever.”

      “All right.” I ran up the stairs and through the hallway with Evolene at my heels. Between my friends, Master Jesper, General Thornicroft, the doctor, and Madam Maritimus, there were enough brains and power to defeat King Magnar’s minions. “We need to give Fyrian an antidote first, then we’re pouring these vials into the dragons’ drinking pool.”

      “Won’t she be angry with you for threatening King Magnar?”

      “I hid that incident from our bond. As long as we reach her before the dragons notice what’s happening, we might be able to convince her to take the antidote.”

      We ran through the double doors into the overcast morning, across the lawn, and through the gates. Ahead, a group of warriors sparred on the banks of the Great Lake. I grabbed Evolene’s hand, and we darted down the side of the walled compound, down to the next terrace and around the mountain until we reached Fyrian’s stall. It was empty.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      She sent a visual of herself swooping down on the largomorphus rex. “The others said I could eat as much as I want because I’m the Queen of Dragons’ mount.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “Do you think you can get away for a bit? I have something to give you.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a surprise for the wedding.”

      “Oh! All right.”

      “She’s coming,” I said to Evolene. “What do I do? Put a drop on her tongue?”

      “We made it to soak through skin and scales but it’s also drinkable.”

      I nodded. Splashing it on her skin was a lot easier than trying to convince her to take a strange elixir.

      Moments later, excited chitters and screeches sounded from above, and dozens of dragons flew in formation from the east. I squinted up into the sky. One of them seemed to be wearing a yellow garland.

      I gritted my teeth. “I forgot to tell her not to bring her friends.”

      Evolene tugged at my sleeve. “Turn around and dab some antidote on your fingers, then. That way you can cure them through touch.”

      “All right.” I uncorked the vial with my teeth and dipped each finger into the deep-red liquid. “Is that enough?”

      “It’s plenty.”

      I replaced the cork and turned back. Fyrian flew into her stall, as did some of the green dragons who dwelled in the stalls on that level. The rest of them, who I suspected were a combination of the black dragons who lived by the largomorphus rex and the civilian green dragons who had performed in King Magnar’s tournament, circled overhead.

      “I hope you didn’t mind me bringing my friends.” She turned around, revealing a garland of flame-colored flowers interwoven into her horns. “They all wanted to congratulate you before the wedding.”

      “The more the merrier.” I gave Fyrian a pat on the foreleg. “What’s that around your head?”

      “Do you like it?” she squealed. “It matches your bridal bouquet. Master Roopal says that once you’ve wed King Magnar, I will fly you both around Mount Fornax to meet all the dragons.”

      I pushed my feelings to a far corner of my mind and obscured them with mist. “Aaah… They’re lovely. I’ll bet that’s thirsty work. Why don’t we all have a drink together?”

      Carefully avoiding the garish dandedragon flowers, I climbed onto Fyrian’s back and helped Evolene on.

      “Has she said anything yet?” Evolene mouthed.

      I shook my head. “Could you show me that spot behind the waterfalls?”

      “Where we were drinking the night before?” Fyrian launched herself off the side of the terrace and spread her wings. She soared over the terraces and around the mountain.

      “That’s the one,” I said.

      She continued flying without comment. Evolene turned to me and raised her brows in question. I shrugged. So far, Fyrian didn’t seem like she’d snapped out of the loyalty elixir. If it had worked, she should have mentioned something by now, even if it was embarrassment at her recent attempts to please King Magnar.

      “Umm… Alba?” she asked.

      “Is anything wrong?”

      “Am I imagining things, or are you really going to marry King Magnar?” she asked.

      “Don’t you remember the damsel denial?”

      “Yes, but I’ve never known you to give in so easily.”

      I nudged Evolene to let her know that the elixir had taken effect. She gave me a thumbs-up. “Something more dangerous is about to happen to Mount Fornax.”

      A cloud of black smoke gusted out of her mouth in a wheezing cough. “He’s sending us to the spriggans!”

      “There’s a loyalty elixir that’s clouded everyone’s judgment. If you can get me to the water, I can cure everyone.”

      “No! Most dragons drink in early in the morning or late at night. You’ve missed them.”

      I relayed that message to Evolene and asked, “What should we do?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “I-I don’t think it matters. There’s about thirty dragons chasing after us!”

      I turned around. Behind us, dragons of all colors filled the skies. I groaned. “Why are so many following us?”

      “Oh, no!” cried Fyrian.

      “What?” I asked.

      “It’s all my fault!” she wailed. “I went crazy for a while. All I cared about was getting close to Magnar and showing off about it. I’ve brought all this trouble on us.”

      I patted Fyrian on the back. “It’s the elixir’s fault. Blame the alchemists for creating it and King Magnar for taking advantage. Come on, let’s get to the water.”

      “It’s Fosco!” She opened up her side of the bond and let a familiar male voice through. “Fyrian-Lacerta, land at once. You are assisting two traitors to Mount Fornax!”

      A purple dragon appeared in front of us. This one’s horns were intact.

      Fyrian shrieked. “That’s Phoenix. He’s fast!”

      I groaned. Master Fosco stood on Phoenix’s back, glaring at me like he would incinerate me with his eyes. He bared his teeth, and they both disappeared.

      “Where have they gone?” asked Evolene.

      A shadow fell over us. I pointed to the sky. “Phoenix is going to snatch us out of the air. If he gets close, duck.”

      “B-but he wouldn’t,” said Evolene.

      I’d forgotten that she and Phoenix were good friends. “He’s under the influence of an elixir.”

      Phoenix stretched out his forelegs and straightened his claws, ready to close them around us. I grabbed Evolene around the waist with one arm, Fyrian’s spine ridge with another, and shouted, “Roll!”

      Fyrian dipped her left wing, spiraling us through the air. Evolene screamed.

      “Sorry! There was no time to warn you.” When Fyrian righted herself, I swiveled around to find where they’d gone. Four red dragons, two of them rapier reds, flew on our tail, each baring their teeth, and each exhaling angry, black smoke.

      “In front!” shouted Evolene.

      Three new purple dragons appeared in our path. One flying on a collision course and two to its side. Another shadow fell upon us. I glanced up. It was Phoenix and Master Fosco again, but this time, jumped off his apprentice’s back and hurtled toward us.

      “Fyri, don’t roll!” I shouted.

      The trio of purple dragons allowed us to pass underneath them. Master Fosco landed on Fyrian’s back and walked along her spine, maroon eyes burning like coals.

      “You had better land and face justice,” he snarled.

      Evolene turned around and shrieked.

      “What should we do?” asked Fyrian. “If you’d have let me roll, he would have missed and turned into a dragon.”

      “We wouldn’t have outflown him, anyway.” I pursed my lips. “If I could touch his bare skin, he’d come to his senses. But I needed to get him close.”

      “Threaten to tip him over. He’ll wring your neck for that.”

      Master Fosco growled. “Land, or I will make you.”

      I shook my fist. “Never! Fyri, shake him off.”

      In an inhuman speed, he closed the distance between us and clamped his hand on my shoulder. That was my chance. I pressed my fingertips onto his skin.

      “You little trouble-maker,” he snarled, digging his fingers into my shoulder. “I don’t know what King Magnar sees in you, but when I report to him…”

      Master Fosco stilled and loosened his grip. “Cadet Bluford?” He let go of my shoulder and sat behind me on Fyrian’s back. “What just happened?”

      “I gave you the antidote to a loyalty elixir, sir. Do you still want to send the dragons to war with spriggans?”

      “What?” he roared. “Do you have any more of that antidote?”

      Evolene leaned around me and handed him two vials. “One drop on the skin is enough, but if you can put a vial in the water supply, that would be even better.”

      “Excellent work, Evolene!” he cried.

      I suppressed a sigh. Was it too much for him to ever acknowledge anything I’d done right? “We’re looking for a way to spray it on everyone.”

      “I will help as many as I can. Good luck, children.” He swung his legs to the side and dove off Fyrian’s back.

      “What is he doing?” I shouted.

      “If Phoenix doesn’t appear to catch him, he can always transform.” Fyrian glanced over her shoulder. “The reds are gaining on us. We need to share power, now!”

      I opened our connection. Fyrian’s fire magic seeped through, and I pushed as much of my own magic into her. We sped up into the skies with the red dragons on our tail. Every so often, a purple dragon would appear out of nowhere, trying to snatch us off Fyrian’s back, but she either rolled or dropped out of the sky, just as we had practiced with Captain Caiman.

      Evolene curled into herself and made a hacking noise like she was going to be sick. My stomach churned in sympathy. “Are you all right?”

      “I-it’s a bit fast.”

      Albens appeared standing on his purple dragon, swinging over his head what I could only describe as a fiery lasso. “Traitor! His Majesty wants you captured alive, but he did not say unhurt.”

      My stomach plummeted. “Evolene!”

      “W-what?”

      “We need a fireproof barrier. Now!”

      “Eek!” Magic shot out of her staff just in time to create a transparent dome.

      Flames spread across its surface in a single blaze that petered out as quickly as it flared. It didn’t stop me from ducking and wrapping my arms around Evolene.

      Fyrian raised her head and continued up towards the thickening clouds. “We might lose them up here.”

      “But we won’t be able to breathe!”

      “Can Evolene do something?” Fyrian asked.

      “She’s under enough pressure as it is creating magical barriers, and I think she’s going to be sick.”

      Fyrian let out a roar of outrage. “Not on my scales, she isn’t!”

      Albens didn’t reappear. I hoped it was because he was unwilling to follow us at so high an altitude. It was unlikely. A hardened warrior like him was probably fetching a weapon to break through witch magic. As Fyrian continued upward, a small figure darted in and out of the clouds. From its size, I would have guessed it was the flying cat, but its shape was too birdlike.

      I tapped Evolene on the shoulder. “Do you know what that is?”

      “The weathervane.”

      “Really?” I patted Fyrian on the back. “Follow that bird. I have an idea.”
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      I pushed as much power as I could into my bond with Fyrian. She flew towards the weathervane, her wings slicing the air like blades. If she could catch the magical bird, I could stick the vials of elixir down its throat and make it rain.

      Evolene quaked at my front, and I wrapped a comforting arm around her middle. “Keep breathing. It’s the best way to calm our stomach.”

      “A-an anti-nausea enchantment will help,” she replied. “I’ll do it as soon as I catch my breath.”

      I glanced around for signs of purple dragons. “If I were you, I wouldn’t wait. You’ll never know when Albens will return.”

      Ducking her head, she nodded and whispered an enchantment.

      My own stomach settled, and I exhaled all the tension in my gut with one outward breath. “That was great. Thanks.”

      She gave me a whimper of acknowledgment and clutched her staff so tight, her knuckles went white. I furrowed my brows. Could she be afraid of heights? The weathervane looped past, taking on the shape of a giant albatross that appeared and disappeared in and out of the crowds.

      “Get it, Fyri!”

      “Right!”

      I gave Evolene’s shoulder a squeeze. “What’s wrong?”

      “I-I’ve never seen Phoenix look so angry! He’s barely talked to me since I returned from the Magical Militia, but that look he gave me was terrible.”

      “He’s not himself right now.” I made sure to avoid the subject of the deception she and her father had committed that nearly got Fyrian killed. Phoenix probably felt betrayed by a friend.

      Her shoulders rose and fell. “B-but still…”

      “Master Fosco would have caught up with him by now and given him the antidote. It’s really powerful. Those alchemists knew what they were doing.” Fyrian moved so fast, the wind rushed in my ears. I had to raise my voice to hear myself.

      She ducked her head.

      “How did you catch the weathervane last time?” I asked.

      “Niger skewered it with the tip of his halberd,” she said. “Don’t try it. The bird shot lightning out at him and nearly knocked him out of the sky. If it wasn’t for the soles of his boots being charmed to stay on a dragon, he might have died.”

      I grimaced. “Why did Niger have to catch the weathervane with a weapon?”

      “Neither of us knew enough about agricultural magic to change its path.”

      “Is there anything you can do to slow it down?”

      “Ummm…” As she considered, the weathervane dove down from the clouds, spiraled and shot back up. “Block its path?”

      “Great. What can you conjure up?”

      Albens and his purple dragon burst through the clouds and glided toward us. This time, he carried a net weighted by little, white stones. I reared back. “Gravestone! He’s trying to neutralize your magic.”

      “Leave the pest to me!” said Fyrian.

      Regiis and Albus swerved left. He held the net in both hands, twisted his body, and was about to fling it at us when Fyrian turned her head and spat a mouthful of venom at him. It spattered on the net and the front of his uniform.

      “Bluford!” he snarled.

      I clenched my teeth. “Fyri, when you see the weathervane, can you make a cloud of venom like you did in the tournament?”

      “Sure.”

      “Evolene, as soon as Fyrian makes venom, can you push it to the weathervane?”

      “Y-yes.”

      Fyrian sped across the skies, while I kept watch for the weathervane. A rapier red snapped at her tail. Fyrian snarled and whacked the little dragon across the face.

      The albatross glided beneath the skies, its wings outreached. Fyrian blew out her venom, and Evolene directed the liquid’s movement with her staff. Heartbeats later, the albatross became engulfed in green vapor.

      “What now?” asked Fyrian.

      “Set it alight.”

      She drew back her head and blew out a stream of fire. A huge sizzle filled the air, and the pristine white wings of the weathervane went up in flames. The clouds darkened, and the bird drew in its featherless wings and plummeted.

      “Was that supposed to happen?” asked Fyrian.

      “No, but let’s follow it.”

      Fyrian dove after the bird. A rapier red tried to ram into her side, and she rolled, missing the smaller dragon by inches. I ducked, but its leathery wing brushed against my head. Evolene shot out her magic, creating a barrier, but it didn’t stop the heat of the dragons’ flames from reaching us.

      “Oh, no!” cried Fyrian.

      “What’s happened now?”

      A sunbird soared past, spreading its plumage of orange flames.

      “What was that?” I blinked twice to make sure it wasn’t a trick of the light. The bird looked like a fireball heading towards the black clouds.

      Evolene cried out. “I-is that the weathervane?”

      “Did it turn to flames the last time someone set it on fire?” I asked.

      “We only skewered it with a halberd!” shouted Evolene.

      I shifted in my seat. “How else was I supposed to stop it without getting struck by lightning?”

      She didn’t reply. I patted Fyrian on the neck. “Follow it.”

      Although she turned around, she asked, “Are you sure?”

      A red dragon caught up with us and blew fire at Fyrian’s tail. She whirled around and sprayed venom in its face. The dragon opened its jaws and roared loud enough to vibrate my eardrums.

      I pushed more of my power into the bond. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Fyrian shot after the weathervane, which made a direct course for the black clouds. Flames danced on the bird’s body, and sparks rained down from where it flapped its fiery wings. Memories of her display in King Magnar’s tournament rolled to the front of my mind, and I clenched my teeth. Something in the pit of my stomach told me that if the weathervane reached the clouds, it would rain fire.

      I grabbed Evolene’s shoulder. “Can you shoot water at it?”

      “Ummm…” She pointed her staff at the weathervane and shot a jet of water from its crystal tip.

      I squinted up. The weathervane’s tail feathers sizzled, and it stopped flapping its wings.

      “More!”

      Fyrian caught up with the weathervane, and Evolene directed more water at the bird. At first, the flames soaked in the moisture and let out billows of steam. But as she drenched the magical bird, the steam increased to the size of a small cloud. My back straightened. This was it! I pulled a vial out of my pocket, ready to throw it into the weathervane as soon as I found an opening.

      A hiss filled the air. It started off as soft as a breeze and picked up volume.

      I nudged Evolene. “Stop the water for a second. If we get a chance, let’s direct the vials into its mouth.”

      When the jet eased off, and the steam cleared, the weathervane floated in mid-air, stretching out its legs and wings as though for balance. Its skin reminded me of a thin, black crust splitting over a body of moving lava. The bird’s eyes burned the color of flames.

      “Y-you’ve made it angry now!” cried Fyrian.

      The weathervane opened its mighty beak and let out an almighty squawk.

      My ears rang. My bones shook, and my blood turned to ice. But somehow, I managed to fling my vials at the bird, “Now, Evolene!”

      Evolene directed the vials of elixir directly into the bird’s gullet. A gut-wrenching, gurgling sounded from deep within the weathervane’s gut, and a white vapor streamed out of its beak.

      “Is that supposed to happen?” asked Fyrian.

      “Let’s not stick around to find out.”

      Before I’d finished my sentence, Fyrian had already plummeted toward the mountain’s surface. I turned around to check on the weathervane’s progress. The burnt covering over its wings turned to smoke and then to a downy, featherless fluff that couldn’t support flight. More and more of the vapor streamed out of the bird, from its beak, its eyes, the tips of its wings—and mingled with the clouds. I held my breath. If this didn’t result in the antidote raining down from the skies, then civil war would likely break out in Mount Fornax.

      Behind us, the red dragons continued their pursuit, but we were moving so fast, their attacks didn’t hit. I turned my head. “Come on… rain!”

      “GRAWK!”

      I glanced up to see the fattened weathervane plummeting after us. It tried to stay airborne, flapping wings far too stubby for its body, but it was a futile effort. It picked up speed as it fell, widening like a storm cloud gathering mass.

      “Level out, Fyri, the weathervane is falling on our heads.”

      She raised her chin, spread her arms and glided a hundred feet above the Great Lake.

      Instead of dropping like an anchor into the water, the weathervane followed us.

      I snarled. “What is it doing?”

      “Lance it with something!” shouted Evolene. “That worked for Niger.”

      I picked up the Slowsilver Sword and pushed my power through its hilt until white lightning-fire crackled along its blade. Unlike the Parched Sword, the Slowsilver’s attack didn’t stretch more than a few inches. I threw the sword at the weathervane, aiming for its distended belly. My sword spun through the air, making its trajectory toward the bird’s breast. I held my breath, waiting for the impact.

      Just before its sharp tip met its target, the wretched weathervane swerved to the side. The Slowsilver Sword spun past and fell toward the Great Lake.

      “What?” I snarled.

      “Hold on!” Evolene steadied her staff and shot my falling sword with magic, making it double back and lance the weathervane through the back.

      “Ha!” I clenched my fist. “Take that!”

      For a moment, the bird stilled, its beak agape. Then its eyes bulged and rolled in their sockets. White lightning sparked behind its back, covering its downy plumage.

      My stomach dropped. It was about to transform into something worse. “Fyri, we should—”

      BOOM!

      An explosion of wind and thunder and lightning sent Fyrian hurtling on a downward spiral toward the surface of the mountain.

      We moved at break-neck speed, so fast, every ounce of blood drained from my face, and my heart stopped working. “W-what’s wrong?” I gripped one of her neck ridges. “Fyri!”

      “M-my right wing! I can’t move it!”

      “The d-dandedragons… Evolene!”

      “What?”

      “Age the flowers into seed heads!”

      “A-all right!” she pointed her staff at the garland of flowers woven around Fyrian’s mane of horns.

      Magic flashed, and time moved as slowly as a sycamore seed falling to the ground. The yellow petals woven into Fyrian’s horns curled into themselves until the green leaves at the base of the flowerhead formed a tight bud. Fyrian’s fall accelerated, bringing the lake’s surface into terrifying focus.

      I cursed under my breath. I should have gotten Evolene to fix her broken wing!

      As I turned to ask, feathery white stalks burst through the buds, each ending in a burst of parasol-like tendrils.

      Fyrian hung in the air for a second before floating down. For several moments, neither of us moved or spoke. But my heart spasmed in my chest, the first sign that we had actually survived the fall.

      I exhaled a long sigh of relief.

      “It worked!” cried Evolene.

      “Fyri, how’s your wing?” I asked.

      “I-it hurts,” she replied in a small voice. “I think it’s dislocated, like what Gobi did to your arm.”

      I winced. “Sorry. I didn’t think the weathervane would explode like that.”

      “N-neither did I.”

      “Can Fyrian move her other wing?” asked Evolene. “She might be able to steer us to a soft landing space.”

      “That’s a good idea, but I don’t want to move my head in case I break the dandedragons.”

      “Use my eyes, Fyri.” I clung to her back and stared down at the mountain’s surface. A group of males stared up at us from the banks of the Great Lake. From this distance, it was hard to tell who they were, but I hoped they’d been dosed with the elixir.

      Dragons flew around us, but not too close to cause the dandedragon seeds to fly away and none tried to attack or lift us off Fyrian’s back. They could probably tell that we were helping her land safely.

      Just as we were about to land, a gust of wind caught Fyrian’s outstretched wing and blew her off-course. Swirling, gray clouds reflected off the surface of the Great Lake. White stalks flew off the seed head, and we sank several feet through the air.

      I groaned. “Fyri, keep flapping!”

      “Oh, no!” cried Evolene.

      “A-Alba… Jump and save yourselves!”

      “No!” I turned to Evolene. “Can’t we—”

      Talons wrapped around my torso, lifting us both off Fyrian’s back. The movement was enough to dislodge most of the dandedragon seeds

      I screamed watching my poor dragon plummet.

      SPLASH!

      Fyrian sank into the Great Lake like a boulder, leaving only the dandedragon seed heads floating on the surface of the water.

      My heart tore into two pieces. “NO!”

      Evolene sobbed. “Fyrian!”

      I closed my eyes and reached into our bond. Cold terror flooded my senses. The pain of her broken wing weakened her left front leg, but she thrashed with all her might under the weight of the water. No matter what she did, it kept pulling her down.

      My entire throat closed up, and despair threatened to drown me, just as the lake was trying to drown Fyrian. If I didn’t push through those feelings and help her now, she would die, and I would die with her.

      “H-hold on, Fyrian!” I cried.

      “I-I can’t!”

      I pushed every ounce of power through our bond, but it wasn’t enough. The lake water swirled around her limbs like liquid vices, holding her captive. A sob ripped from my throat. She couldn’t die. Not now. Not like this! I pushed through our shared memories, every ounce of love I had for Fyrian. She was my closest friend. My bondmate. I couldn’t lose her!

      The talons released me. I landed on my hands and feet on the grassy banks of the Great Lake and scrambled toward Fyrian.

      A meaty hand wrapped around my bicep and hoisted me upright. “There she is…” said a rough voice. “The Traitor Princess. What shall we do with her?”
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      I couldn’t see who had grabbed me, as tears clouded my vision. I couldn’t defend myself with fire, because I’d pushed all my magic into our bond, so that Fyrian could have a fighting chance. As much as I struggled against the male holding me, his grip held like iron.

      “Let go,” I cried. “M-my d-dragon!”

      “Your Majesty!” bellowed the warrior who wouldn’t release my arm. “I’ve got her.”

      “Well done, Captain,” said King Magnar. He shoved a handkerchief into my hands. “Do tidy yourself up. It’s your wedding day.”

      The words were a cold, callous, slap across the face. I reared back, heart thudding. “Fyrian’s fighting for her life under the Great Lake, and all you can do is think of marriage?”

      He flicked a dismissive hand. “My blue dragons are nudging her out. Fyrian is also needed for the war effort.”

      Another rough hand spun me around. The surface of the lake darkened and rippled, then Fyrian’s head emerged. A turquoise dragon held her up on the left side, and a dragon with duck-egg colored scales supported her on the right. Water poured from her open jaws, and light-gray smoke billowed from her nostrils.

      Joy surged to my chest, filling my lungs to bursting. If she could exhale, she had to be alive!

      “Fyri?”

      “A-alba? I thought I’d never see you again.”

      My knees collapsed with relief. I would have fallen to the ground if it hadn’t been for the warriors holding me in place.

      “Master Roopal, if you please?” said King Magnar.

      “Dragons… Warriors… We are gathered here on this Saturn’s Day noon—”

      “There’s no time for preamble,” snapped King Magnar. “Get to the important bit!”

      Master Roopal furrowed his brow. “Princess Alba of the Noble House of Bluebeard, do you take King Magnar of Savannah to be your lord and wedded husband?”

      I craned my neck toward the Great Lake. Fyrian lay on her side, heaving out bellyfuls of water. A dagger-like pain in my heart made me and Fyrian flinch. With her so weakened, the damsel denial was affecting us both.

      “I-I do!” the words tumbled out of my mouth.

      “And do you vow to serve and protect your lord husband in valor and faith, obey his authority, guard his honor, keep his faith, and speak truth to him at all times?”

      I clenched my teeth. These vows were ridiculous! How could I ever gain a modicum of freedom if I agreed to all of that?

      “Princess Alba?” snapped King Magnar.

      The damsel denial magic twisted my heart. In the distance, Fyrian roared with pain. I gasped out, “I do!”

      And King Magnar, “Do you take Princess Alba of the House of Bluebeard to be your wedded wife?”

      His face twisted into a smug smile. “I—”

      Thunder rumbled through the air, and milky, white droplets fell from the sky. Rain!

      My shoulders drooped, my head fell to my sternum, and I exhaled. “Finally.”

      Lightning flashed across the sky, and rain battered down on our heads. It soaked my hair, got into my eyes, my ears, my mouth, but I didn’t care. The dying weathervane had done its job, and now the elixir would rain down on every single person standing outside.

      Moments later, Master Roopal rubbed at his temples and blinked. “How… peculiar.”

      “I do!” said King Magnar. “Finish the ceremony and announce us man and wife.”

      The dragon master stepped back, cyan eyes flashing. “I will do no such thing!”

      Around us, dragon warriors shook the confusion out of their heads, glanced around and muttered their discontent. Even the dragons who had settled around the Great Lake did the same.

      “You did it, Alba!” Fyrian’s reed-thin voice echoed in my mind. “The dragons are free from the loyalty elixir.”

      My heart flip-flopped. “Fyri! Are you all right?”

      “I’ll live,” she replied.

      Master Roopal’s cyan irises turned silver, and the slight male seemed to expand. “King Magnar. Under your orders, my comrades and I battered Master Fosco to unconsciousness for daring to suggest you had dosed us with a loyalty elixir. Explain yourself.”

      I clapped a hand over my mouth. Poor Master Fosco!

      King Magnar balled his fists. “I didn’t dose anyone!”

      The dragon warriors surrounded him, fists clenched and looking like they would tear him apart with their bare hands. I wrapped an arm around my middle. If I did nothing, they might kill him. The males were acting out of vengeance for the loyalty elixir, so the damsel denial wouldn’t punish me the way it had when Niger had attacked King Magnar.

      His face turned the color of sour milk. “I-I-I can explain myself!”

      “We have heard enough of your false words!” snarled Captain Caiman. “You are a plague upon the Known World!”

      The men roared their agreement.

      Guilt twanged at my heart. Nobody, not even King Magnar, deserved to be beaten to death by an angry mob. While he didn’t make or distribute the loyalty elixir, he had certainly taken advantage of the dragon’s weaknesses and tried to force them into a war they probably didn’t want.

      “Wait!” I pushed my way through the warriors. “We can’t kill him without a hearing. Let’s find out why he did this and if there are any more threats to Mount Fornax.”

      To my surprise, they backed off. Phoenix, in his human form, pushed his way through the crowd and seized King Magnar by the arm. “Come on, your royal dungeon awaits.”

      The warriors roared with laughter, and I rushed to where Fyrian lay on the bank.

      Evolene stood at her snout. “After the blue dragons pushed her out, I removed all the water from her lungs. The healers are taking care of her broken wing bone and are keeping her warm and pain-free with their magic.”

      Fyrian’s eyelids peeked open, revealing a glimpse of crimson. “I feel better already.”

      Warmth filled my insides, and I leaned on her snout, wrapping my arms around as much of her as I could. “Thank goodness. For a moment, I thought…”

      “I’m fine,” she said with a weary sigh. “Now that everything’s worked out, I’m going to sleep for a bit.”

      I stepped away, grinning like an idiot.

      Master Jesper hurried out of the Healer’s Academy with General Thornicroft, Madam Maritimus, and Dr. Duclair. The four of them looked like they had been battling since I had left them in the laboratory.

      “Gather around, everybody,” shouted the troll. “I can explain.”

      The warriors turned to face it.

      “We have a quartet of cadets to thank for the liberation of Mount Fornax: Rufus Griffon, Stafford Perrault, Madam Evolene, and Albert Bluford, who you see standing before you.”

      The warriors all turned to me, wide-eyed.

      My breath caught. Now they all knew my secret. As soon as the relief died down that they were no longer under the influence of the loyalty elixir, they would remember that Mount Fornax was a brotherhood. Witches were allowed. Our society couldn’t survive without them, but women like me, who couldn’t wield magical staffs, were only good for making heirs.

      “That is Princess Alba.” Albens pointed at my face. “I smell her.”

      “I recognize her from the opening ceremony,” said a rider. “That’s the Prince Regent’s daughter!”

      The males all rumbled their agreement.

      Master Jesper shook its head. “The cadets used a combination of cunning, brute strength, and Madam Evolene’s ability to cast magical glamors.”

      I bit down hard on my lip and nodded.

      “Madam Evolene helped Cadet Bluford disguise his identity after he was caught having organized the robbery of King Magnar’s crown.”

      “Then who was the little girl?” asked Albens. “She did not smell like a witch.”

      “The librarian. One of the alchemist ringleaders. When he discovered King Magnar had taken over Mount Fornax, he returned from his hiding place in Westeport to help enact our plan.”

      “What plan?” bellowed someone from the back.

      I raised my brows. This was something I wanted to confirm, too.

      “To make the antidote, we needed two ingredients: gold and blood.”

      “King Magnar’s blood!” shouted someone else.

      “Indeed,” replied Master Jesper. “That’s why the librarian went in disguise as his sister in need of a blood transfusion.”

      I nodded. I’d already worked that one out.

      “Then we hang the alchemists and their rotten King!” shouted a voice in the crowd.

      General Thornicroft stepped forward. “We do not. The dragons of Mount Fornax are facing their most serious threat since the banishment of their creator. It is unclear why, but dark fairies wish to obtain dragons to release their master from his banishment.

      “We will liaise with the high fairies on this matter, but these alchemists claim to have developed substances that will cause damage to these rogue elements. We need to be prepared for when they come after Mount Fornax, because in time, they will.”

      A hush filled the air. I didn’t even want to consider what would happen when the spriggans ran out of patience and attacked Mount Fornax.

      General Thornicroft inclined his head. “Now, everybody, go to the mess hall for a late lunch.”

      The crowds dissipated, and I headed toward where Evolene crouched on the banks of the lake with Fyrian lying on her side.

      “Princess,” said a voice from behind.

      Niger shoved his way through from the crowd, wearing his usual grin. A purple bruise covered his face from brow to cheekbone. My breath caught. Somewhere in the periphery of my senses, Evolene squealed and sprinted toward a figure behind Niger. I could only assume she was pleased to see Stafford. Right now, the sight of Niger took up my attention.

      He closed the distance between us and murmured, “You are free.”

      “For now.” I placed my fingertips on his bruised cheek. “You’re hurt.”

      Niger grinned, and his arm encircled my waist. He glanced down at my lips, making my heart skip several beats. “It was nothing.”

      “Niger,” snapped an unimpressed voice.

      We turned around to find Albens standing with Rufus, two other Griffon brothers, and a scowling Gobi. A crowd of perplexed-looking warriors stood behind them.

      Rufus pointed at my face. “Despite appearances, the woman you are embracing is our classmate, Bluford.”

      “B-Bluford?” Niger let go of my waist and stepped back. “I am confused.”

      Albens clapped him on the back. “Where were you? Master Jesper just told us what Bluford did. He escaped punishment for treason by getting Evolene to disguise him to look like Princess Alba. Then he stole the secret of the antidote straight from under King Magnar’s nose.”

      Niger narrowed his eyes. “I see,” he said in a voice that meant the complete opposite. “Very… clever.”

      Albens roared with laughter. “Risky, more like. The brave little fool nearly got himself married to King Magnar! Imagine what would have happened when Magnar kissed his bride.”

      The males all snickered. I gave Niger a half-smile. He gave me a wink back. So far, I’d evaded a marriage, even though the pesky damsel denial was still in place, averted a war, and with the help of Master Jesper, gotten the whole of Mount Fornax to still believe I was a boy.

      My secret was safe… For now.

      
        
        END OF BOOK FOUR

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thanks so much for reading Protector of Dragons. I hope you enjoyed it!

      Alba hasn’t forgotten about Master Fosco’s plight. She’ll rescue him in the next book, I promise.

      While you’re waiting for the next book, you may wish to read Aunt Cendrilla’s story, which details how a down-trodden stepdaughter broke her shackles and became a Warrior Queen.

      Take care,

      Cordelia

      P.S. Reviews are much appreciated!

      P.P.S. Here’s the link to Aunt Cendrilla’s story: https://readerlinks.com/l/221923
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